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        April of the previous year

      

      

      The crowd tonight was huge, and every single person a rabid Lita fan.

      Chico watched from the wings as the band played the first notes of her latest hit. The crowd roared with excitement.

      The night fae’s sultry voice soared above the seething mass, at times fierce, at times heart-rending. From his place at the side of the stage, Chico could see tears on people’s faces as they screamed the words about an unfaithful lover along with her.

      Lita’s pale face lit, feeding on their sorrow.

      She prowled with the mic to the edge of the stage, all lean, hot sex in a silver tank top and black pants that could’ve been painted on her long legs. As she growled about the woman’s vengeance, she fisted her hand above her head. The crowd shrieked with fury.

      Lita tossed back her long black hair, drinking it in. Night fae fed on negative energy—the darker, the better. For her, anger and despair were like sunlight to a flower.

      Only Lita was a vile, twisted flower. One who’d sunk her hooks into Chico for six long months.

      When he’d signed the contract to be her bodyguard, he should’ve realized that what she really wanted was a fada in her bed. Chico’s father had warned him against working for a night fae, but he’d stood firm. In six months with Lita, he would earn five times what he ordinarily made in a year. He could give a nice chunk of cash to the clan and still have enough left to do anything he damn well pleased for a long time.

      And Deus, he’d earned every fucking penny of it.

      But his contract was up, and as of tonight, he was out of here.

      Lita strode off the stage. With her came the faint scent of metal and decay. A human couldn’t smell it, but to a shifter’s enhanced senses, a night fae’s stench was unmistakable—and stomach-turning.

      Lita caught his eye. She didn’t even smile, just jerked her chin at him.

      He knew the drill. He was to follow her to her dressing room. She was humming with energy, and she wanted to work it off with him.

      He turned and followed her backstage.

      Inside, his gut knotted. He suspected she’d been working a glamour on him for the past six months, and a part of him feared that even with the contract up, he wouldn’t be able to break free of her.

      He squared his shoulders. The only way to fight a night fae’s darkness was to think positive thoughts. He pictured the Chesapeake Bay and the beautiful corner of Maryland where the Rock Run Clan’s base was located. He thought of his mom and dad and his friends, especially Tiago, who was like a brother to him.

      In the dressing room, Lita put her hand on his chest. A fine sheen of sweat coated her face and her pale amber eyes glowed. Six months ago, he would’ve been panting to have her, but now all he could see was the darkness beneath the beauty.

      She ran the tip of her tongue over scarlet lips. “How do you want it tonight, fada?”

      He removed her hand. “I’m here to say goodbye. My contract’s up as of midnight.”

      Her face hardened. Suddenly, she didn’t look so beautiful.

      But she had no option but to let him go—the fae found it almost impossible to break their word. They might try to twist things to their advantage, or trick you into agreeing to something you didn’t mean to, but once the fae entered into an agreement, they were bound by its terms. If Lita even attempted to break their contract, she’d get violently ill—and risk bringing down the wrath of older, more powerful fae upon herself.

      Being Lita, she tried anyway, amping up her glamour until she shimmered with an unearthly beauty. Chico had seen grown men fall to their knees before her, begging for just an hour in her bed.

      Hell, he’d been one of those poor, deluded asses himself.

      “Please, Chico.” Soft, seductive tones.

      The glamour tugged on him. Just one more time—what would it hurt?

      He set his jaw and resisted with everything he had.

      Picture Rock Run and the Chesapeake Bay at sunset. Think of his family and friends…

      Time froze as the two of them fought a silent battle. His internal clock told him the instant that midnight arrived. Relief flooded him. He wrested his gaze from hers and took a step back.

      “I’m leaving, Lita. Unless you’re breaking our contract?”

      Emotions flitted across her fine-boned face—surprise, anger, maybe even a little hurt. The acrid scent of metal and decay increased until he could hardly breathe.

      “Go then,” she spat out. “But you’ll never have another woman like me.” She gave him her back and began stripping off her clothes.

      He inclined his head—and escaped.
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      “He’s here,” Kym hissed at Jenny.

      Jenny nodded from her post at the cappuccino machine. She didn’t need to turn around to see him. Every nerve ending in her body had gone on high alert. She handed two cappuccinos to the customer who’d ordered them and turned to the next person, a brunette in a purple knit Ravens hat.

      Just beyond, he waited. Mr. Dark and Dangerous.

      Kym’s nickname, not hers, but it fit. He had a hard, rangy body, cropped brown curls and a perpetual stubble. A strong-boned face contrasted with a sensuous mouth and heavy-lidded eyes. Outside, a light snow drifted down, but he wore his usual black leather jacket over jeans and heavy motorcycle boots.

      The whole package just oozed sex.

      But he was also a fada, a shapeshifter. A river fada from the nearby Rock Run Clan. The fada were the badasses of the magical world. Big, ruthless, a little wild—and they didn’t have much use for humans.

      In other words, the last man Jenny should be interested in. She was done with good-looking, arrogant men. So when he’d tried to flirt with her, she’d shut him right down.

      But he kept coming back.

      She’d dreamed about him. Twice. Hot, vivid dreams, where he pinned her to the mattress and murmured to her in his sexy accent. Rock Run had been founded by Portuguese fada, and even its younger members spoke with a slight intonation.

      In the dream, his body was hard on hers, his hands pressing hers to the mattress on either side of her head. He gave her a leisurely kiss and then stared down at her with heated eyes.

      She’d moved restlessly. “I want—”

      His mouth had curved. “Oh,” he said, “you’ll get what you want. But first you have to say please.”

      Bolts of arousal had raced up and down Jenny’s spine. “Please. Please.”

      “Excuse me, Miss.” The woman in the Ravens hat frowned at Jenny. “Is my coffee ready?”

      Jenny’s face heated. She handed over the cup and then turned her most professional smile on Mr. Dark and Dangerous. “Good morning. The usual?”

      “Morning.” His answering smile was intimate, as though he knew exactly where her thoughts had drifted. “And yeah.”

      Her solar plexus flexed. She smiled back, for real this time. The light snow had left water drops on his face and hair, and a few still clung to his thick, curly lashes. Her gaze caught on those glimmering lashes, mesmerized.

      His eyes creased in amusement. “A café mocha,” he prompted.

      Her face got even warmer. She gave a jerky nod and turned to the coffee machine. His first time in the shop, she’d expected him to order a double espresso. He looked like the kind of guy who took his coffee strong and black. But it turned out he had a sweet tooth, and he loved chocolate. Something they had in common.

      Not that it mattered. She knew trouble when she saw it, and this man might as well be wearing a large T on his broad chest.

      Still, that didn’t stop Jenny from topping his café mocha off with extra whipped cream, the way he liked it. She told herself that was simply good customer service.

      “Here you go, sir.” As she handed him the cup, their fingers brushed.

      “Chico,” he murmured. “My name’s Chico Nobrega. And you are?”

      Damn. There went her nerve endings again, lighting up like a freaking Christmas tree. But she managed to speak normally. “Jenny Erdrich.”

      “Jenny Erdrich,” he repeated, and somehow her plain, ordinary name sounded exotic in his husky tones. “Nice to meet you.”

      He glanced around. The morning rush was over, the shop empty except for a couple of customers frowning at their laptops. “Can you take a break? I’d like the company.”

      Her brain said no, but her mouth said, “I don’t know…”

      “Go ahead.” Kym shooed her in Chico’s direction.

      Kym was a small blond firecracker of a woman who was writing a graphic novel. Like Jenny, she was dressed in the Java Shoppe uniform of black shirt and pants, but the ends of her short curls were tipped a bright green, and she had a matching chartreuse crystal in one nostril.  They’d met Jenny’s first day at the coffee shop and bonded over their shared love of art, the Marvel Universe, and Batman (even if he was a DC Comics hero).

      Jenny knew how Kym saw her. Nice. Responsible. Hardworking. The kind of person who did everything by the book. Except for her jewelry—that was where Jenny poured out her heart and soul. She fingered the silver pendant around her neck, a free-flowing dolphin inscribed on an oval with a spray of diamond stars.

      She knew Kym liked her. Who didn’t want a dependable friend and co-worker? She’d never say Jenny was boring.

      But Jenny was beginning to think that maybe she was.

      She glanced back at Chico and made up her mind. “Okay, sure. Why don’t you sit down, and I’ll be right there?”

      He nodded and took his usual table against the wall, where he could see both the front and back doors, a warrior to the bone.

      As Jenny fixed herself a hot chocolate, he wrapped his fingers around his cardboard cup and stared into it, forehead furrowed, mouth a short, straight line. Suddenly, he didn’t look like a badass. He looked…lost.

      Her brows drew together.

      Chico glanced up and the lost look vanished, replaced by a cocky grin. “Coming?”

      “Be right there.” She took her hot chocolate and joined him.

      The table was only large enough for two chairs. Chico came to his feet and pulled out one for her. As she sat down, he pushed it in for her, so close she felt the warmth of his body along her back.

      She had the crazy urge to curl up, catlike, into his heat. It had been so long since she’d been really, truly warm, which was odd, because she’d grown up in northeastern Ohio smack in the middle of the snowbelt. Compared to that, Maryland winters were barely a blip on the cold scale. But she’d spent the past two years in southern California, and she couldn’t seem to adjust to a real winter again.

      Chico shrugged out of the leather jacket and draped it over the back of his chair. Her breath hitched. Lord, the man was beautiful—hard-muscled, his skin a warm olive. His soft gold T-shirt stretched across his chest, and a tat swirled around his bulging upper arm.

      His eyes met hers, and his lips curved in a way that promised all sorts of interesting things.

      “So,” he said as he retook his seat, “tell me about yourself. You’re not from around here, are you?”

      She shook her head. “I grew up in Ohio, but most recently, I’ve been living in L.A.”

      “Why did you leave?”

      Because I found out my bastard boyfriend was cheating on me.

      She shrugged. “Too expensive. And I missed my dad.”

      “He lives in Ohio?”

      “He did. He—” Her throat closed. It was still hard to say it out loud. “He passed last August.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      She gave a tight nod. “Mom died when I was a kid. But Dad—he was a big, strong guy with so much energy. I thought he’d live forever.”

      He touched her hand. “That must have been hard.”

      “Yeah.” She looked at his fingers on hers. They were blunt, work-roughened. Like her father’s had been.

      “You miss him.”

      “Every day.” She instinctively touched her silver dolphin pendant.

      “That was your dad’s?”

      “No, I made it. Dad—he died really sudden. One week he was okay, and the next he was gone. But the night after he died, I had a dream. When I woke up, I made this in his honor.”

      In her dream, it had been a hot summer night and her dad had gone for a swim in the creek behind their house. She’d stood in the trees and watched, knowing it was only a dream, but happy to see him strong and healthy and doing something he loved.

      Then he’d changed to a dolphin and swam up into the night sky, leaving a trail of silver droplets like stars in his wake. She’d flung up her hand. If she could just touch him one last time…

      But he was too far away. She’d closed her fingers and woken up, eyes wet with tears, wanting her dad with all her heart.

      In the morning, she’d taken out her tools and started the pendant.

      “You did that?” Chico’s brows lifted. “It’s good. Did your dad have something to do with dolphins?”

      “No. He just loved to swim.” Pain contracted her heart. She drew a breath. “Look, can we talk about something else?”

      “Of course. But I’m honored you told me about him.”

      She moistened her lips. She hadn’t expected this. Chico was hot, but she’d figured he was shallow. She did not want to find out that beneath that gorgeous face and body there was a real, caring man. One who made her want things she hadn’t wanted since Ryan…

      She took a gulp of hot chocolate. “I should get back to work.”

      He inhaled slowly, and then gave her an apologetic smile, almost as if he’d scented her wariness. Could fada do that? She’d heard they could scent a lie, so maybe they could smell other emotions, too?

      “It’s only been a few minutes,” he said. “And she’s not busy.”

      In fact, Kym had taken advantage of the lull to sit at the counter and check her messages.

      “Stay,” he added. “Please?”

      Jenny hesitated, and then dipped her chin. “I guess I can stay another couple of minutes.”

      “So how did you end up in Maryland?” He sipped his café mocha.

      “I came out here to study with a master jeweler. She sells her pieces in New York, in high-end catalogs—all over the world. I’m mostly self-taught, but you can only get so far that way. There are things I don’t know—certain techniques, how to work with different metallic alloys—so I asked if she’d take me on as an apprentice. She looked at my site on Etsy and here I am.”

      “You must be good.”

      She moved a shoulder. “I have a lot to learn.”

      “So, you’re in Grace Harbor for how long?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe I’ll stay for good—I like it here. I love being on the water.” The small city of Grace Harbor was bordered by the Susquehanna River to the north and the Chesapeake Bay to the east. “And I like how friendly everyone is. You can’t walk down the street without two or three people saying hello.”

      “Lucky for me.”

      She worried the seam of the cardboard cup with her thumbnail. “Yeah?”

      “Yeah.” Liquid brown eyes captured hers. “Because if you hadn’t moved here, we might’ve never met, and that would’ve been a shame.”

      Her heart sped up. “You’re very direct, aren’t you?”

      He jerked a shoulder. “I’m interested in you. Why hide it?”

      She swallowed and told herself that it was just part of his technique. But it was working.

      She started to rise. “I really should get back to work.”

      “Wait.” He caught her hand. “I’d like to see you again. What about Friday night? Are you busy?”

      She sank back down on the chair. “Not really, but—”

      “For dinner, that’s all.” He smoothed a thumb over her jumpy pulse. “I like you, Jenny Erdrich. I’d like to get to spend some time with you. Get to know you better.”

      How did he know exactly the right thing to say? Because the one thing Ryan hadn’t wanted to do was spend time with her—other than in bed.

      “Fada can’t lie,” he added. “Oh, we can try, but it makes us sick. When I say it’s only dinner, I mean it.”

      “Really? I didn’t know that. I mean, my grandma always said the fae can’t lie, but I didn’t know it was the same for fada.” She was babbling. She closed her mouth and jerked her hand from his.

      Chico leaned closer. “We don’t tell just anyone,” he said in a stage whisper, and then winked.

      She found herself grinning back. “Your secret is safe with me.”

      “But it’s the truth. And actually, I have fae blood in me—every fada has at least a few drops. So how about Friday? I know a restaurant with the best chocolate lava cake.”

      “Holy crap,” Kym hissed from her stool. “Just say yes.”

      Jenny pressed her lips together, trying not to laugh. “Chocolate lava cake?” she said to Chico. “You don’t fight fair.”

      His smile was slow and pleased. “So that’s a yes?”

      “It is. And thank you.”

      “Seven o’clock okay? I’ll pick you up.”

      “Why don’t I meet you here? It’s easier.” And she wasn’t ready to give him her address yet.

      “Bom. Sounds good.” Rising to his feet, he grabbed his jacket. “See you Friday.”

      A minute later, she heard the rumble of a Harley, and he rode past, the dark, badass fada again.

      She ran a hand down her braid. What had she done? She was so over good-looking, cocky men. But then, Chico hadn’t seemed all that cocky. She remembered that lost look on his face when he’d thought himself unobserved.

      On the other hand, she’d believed Ryan was something more than a rich, handsome dickhead, and look how wrong she’d been.

      But she was damned if she’d back out now. Because she might be busy, but she was also lonely. November and December had passed quickly in the flurry of her move to Maryland, but January had been a long, cold month.

      She finished her hot chocolate and stood up. “You can take your break now,” she told Kym as she dropped the cups into the recycling bin.

      “What is wrong with you?” The petite blonde shook her head. “Half the women in town are dying to hook up with a Rock Run fada. But they don’t do humans.”

      Jenny shrugged. “I’m not looking to start anything.”

      “Then keep it chill.”

      “That’s the plan.”

      Kym helped herself to a coffee and a muffin. “Okay, I’m officially on break.”

      “Sure. Take as long as you need.”

      Jenny moved to the large picture window and stared at Chico’s footprints on the sidewalk. The lug soles of his moto boots had left a clear, definite imprint in the melting snow.

      She rubbed a thumb over her dolphin pendant. Odd. The silver felt as if it had been heated in someone’s hands.

      “Where is the Rock Run base, anyway?” she asked Kym.

      “Somewhere a few miles west of town. Nobody but the fada know exactly where it is. It’s underground, and they don’t let anyone get too close without permission. They own most of the land around the mouth of Rock Run Creek.”

      Jenny nodded. Rock Run was a small river that entered the Susquehanna about a mile upriver from Grace Harbor.

      The door banged open, and two silver-haired men came inside along with a blast of chilly air. They were regulars, retirees who met most days at the coffee shop. They paused on the doormat to stomp the snow off their boots.

      “And how are my two favorite ladies?” the taller one asked with his usual broad smile. “How about some coffee? And do you have pecan muffins today?”

      Jenny grinned back. It was impossible not to like these two.

      “We do,” she said and headed behind the counter.
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      Chico finished shaving and slapped cold water on his face, maneuvering around his tiny washroom with the ease of long practice.

      The base had been carved out of a labyrinthine system of caves along Rock Run Creek. Families and couples had apartments, but he had the usual unmated fada’s quarters: a single room adjoined by a washroom with a toilet and a rough-hewn stone counter. He took showers in the communal baths and ate his meals in the huge cavern that served as the clan’s dining hall. If he wanted to hang out with his friends, the unmated fada had their own lounge in this section of the base. Light and air was provided by narrow shafts drilled into the ceilings, with additional illumination from free-floating fae lights in the muted, watery blues and greens that river fada preferred.

      In the bedroom, he chose a dress shirt from the four hanging from a row of wood pegs. Back in the bathroom, he dragged a brush through his short curls and then smoothed down his shirt.

      Ready.

      He grinned at the oval mirror above the sink without really seeing himself.

      It’s just dinner.

      Before Jenny, how long had it been since he’d even shared a coffee with a female who wasn’t his mom or a friend? Months. Too damn long.

      He liked women. Their soft skin. Their pretty scent. Their smiles and easy sociability. In his opinion, getting to know a new woman was one of life’s great pleasures.

      But he hadn’t been with anyone since last summer, and that had been a quick, no-strings-attached fuck.

      Since breaking it off with Lita, he simply hadn’t had the heart to start the dance with anyone. Until Jenny.

      He wasn’t sure why he’d stopped at the Java Shoppe that first afternoon. Usually, he had a cup of coffee at breakfast and was good for the rest of the day. But he’d been in Grace Harbor to buy his mom a birthday present and had ducked into the Java for coffee and one of the shop’s kickass muffins.

      And there was Jenny, working one of the stainless-steel cappuccino machines, her back to him. His gaze traveled down her shiny black braid to where the tip brushed the top of her ass. And what an ass it was, round and firm in snug black pants.

      She turned around and his lungs emptied. She was beautiful. High, broad cheekbones. Dark, nearly-black almond-shaped eyes. A full lower lip that he wanted to nibble and taste.

      He watched, enthralled, as her smile creased one cheek.

      He’d been too stupefied to do more than order his coffee and retreat to a table against the wall. But he’d returned two days later, and then again a few days after that. Something about those dark eyes drew him. Deep. Mysterious. A little sad, even when she smiled.

      On the fourth visit, he tried to flirt with her. She’d smiled politely and turned to the next customer.

      Chico had stood there, perplexed. He wasn’t used to women brushing him off.

      That might have ended things right there, but he was a fada, with a shifter’s heightened senses. He’d scented her spike of interest, noted the hitch in her breath when she first caught sight of him. The pretty, black-haired barista was attracted to him all right; she was just wary of him. Distrustful. Maybe even a little afraid.

      That bothered his animal. It wanted to wrap itself around her and assure her that he’d never hurt her.

      Every fada had a magical Gift. Chico’s was that of a protector. His Gift made him hypersensitive to threats against the clan’s vulnerable—children, pregnant women, the elderly. Protectors were born defenders, able to assess a threat in a matter of seconds, and then react as necessary.

      With his Gift came patience. The clan’s hunters and trackers had patience, too, but Chico’s was endless. Now he applied himself to winning over the pretty human.

      Fortunately, his current assignment was as a base sentry, so he had plenty of opportunities to visit Grace Harbor. He limited his visits to the coffee shop to two or three a week. Instinct told him that if he spooked the woman, he’d lose her.

      It had taken close to three weeks before she’d relaxed enough for him to make his move.

      Now he grabbed his leather jacket and headed out of his room. He automatically glanced at his best friend’s door. But it wasn’t Tiago’s room anymore, and hadn’t been for months. Tiago had mated with a local dryad and now lived with her on an island in the Susquehanna River where her oak tree was located. Even when the newly-mated couple stayed at the base, they weren’t quartered with the unmated fada.

      Chico was happy for Tiago and Alesia, of course, but he missed his friend. Tiago was the alpha’s youngest brother, and the two of them had grown up together. Where Tiago do Rio went, Chico followed.

      What he needed right now was for Tiago to rib him about his crush on Jenny, and then slap him on the back and assure him that Jenny couldn’t help but love him. Because Chico was dry-mouthed with nerves about tonight.

      It’s just dinner.

      He blew out a breath and closed his door.

      The halls were dotted with people on their way to the dining hall. He exchanged greetings but kept moving until he’d reached the clan garage. He’d reserved a small SUV for the trip into town. If it were just him, he’d take his Harley—river fada didn’t feel the cold like humans—but he had Jenny to consider.

      It took less than fifteen minutes to reach Grace Harbor. The Java Shoppe was crowded with customers, seated at the tables and standing at the counter. At the back, a long-haired country singer fought to be heard above the animated voices.

      Jenny was chatting with a bearded redhead in a flannel shirt. The man grinned at something she said and then shot a mistrustful look at Chico.

      He narrowed his eyes back. As a protector, it wasn’t in his nature to go looking for a fight, but for Jenny he just might.

      She turned her wide smile on him, and his tight shoulders eased. “Hey, Chico.”

      “Hi, Jenny.” He kissed her on both cheeks. “You look beautiful.”

      Her black-and-white striped blouse should’ve looked businesslike, but it clung to her curves, making him wonder what it would be like to undo it, button by button. The silver dolphin pendant was nestled between her soft breasts.

      “Thanks. So do you.” She touched the collar of his dress shirt. “Just let me get my coat.”

      He nodded and offered the glowering redhead his hand. Humans tended to be suspicious of fada, and that’s how the clan liked it, but there was no sense making an enemy of the man.

      “I’m Chico.”

      “Tyler.” To his credit, the redhead shook it. “Nice to meet you.”

      “Likewise.” Chico shoved his hands in the pockets of his jacket. “Great place. Best coffee in the county.”

      “Thanks.” The man’s hostility dropped a notch, and the two of them made awkward conversation until Jenny returned with a wool pea coat draped over one arm.

      He helped her into it and they left the shop. Even with the coat, she shivered when they hit the street. He slung an arm around her shoulders and hugged her closer.

      She tensed for a moment and then relaxed into him.

      He liked how she felt against him. A lot. “Hungry?” He smiled down at her.

      “Starving. I was working on a new piece and forgot to eat lunch.”

      “Good. I got us reservations on the water. You like seafood?”

      “Love it.”

      It was a short drive to the restaurant, but he turned up the heat, and was glad he had when she held out her hands to its warmth.

      “I didn’t know you had an SUV,” she said.

      “I don’t. It’s the clan’s. But anyone can reserve a vehicle. If it’s available, it’s yours.”

      “Communal vehicles? That’s cool. More of us should do that.”

      He nodded, although he hadn’t really thought about it. It was just how things were when you were part of a clan.

      “What’s it like,” she continued, “living at Rock Run?”

      “Like any small town. We have hundreds of people living there, but I know pretty much everyone, seeing as I grew up at the base. They can be damn nosy, but I know every single one of them has my back.”

      “I hear you. I grew up in a small town myself. But after I left for college, I only went home for summers and holidays.”

      “What’s your degree in?”

      “Fine arts. Which is why I work at a coffee shop.”

      “You won’t be working there for long. Not if that dolphin necklace is a sample of what you can do.”

      That earned him a smile. “Thank you. And actually, my stuff sells pretty well. I’m thinking of reducing my hours at the Java so I have more time for my jewelry.”

      They’d reached the restaurant. Chico rounded the SUV to open the door for her. She hopped out and their bodies collided.

      “Oops,” she said with a low chuckle—and then stilled, staring up at him, watchful as a doe.

      Chico brought his hands up, slowly, carefully. Her hair was in its usual braid. He drew his thumb and first finger down it. It felt exactly as he’d imagined. Smooth, heavy silk.

      He released the braid to run his knuckles down her cheek. Her skin was soft and a little chilled from the cold. He cupped her face, instinctively trying to warm her.

      His gaze dropped to her mouth. She had something red and shiny on her lips that made them look supremely edible.

      He caressed her face. “I want to kiss you.”

      She moistened her lips, and then dipped her chin in assent.

      He lowered his head, and she tilted hers so that their mouths met at the perfect angle. He traced the seam of her lips with his tongue.

      Deus, she tasted good. Like sunshine and summer fruit.

      Her breath quickened. Her mouth parted and he slid his tongue inside. She was moist and warm. Heat balled in his stomach.

      Slow, he told himself. Slow and easy.

      But his cock was hard enough to drill nails.

      He curled his tongue around hers and then withdrew. Her fingers gripped his leather jacket and he ached to feel them on his body. But he’d asked her to dinner, and besides, he knew damn well Jenny wasn’t going to have sex with him tonight.

      Her eyes were shut. He pressed a kiss to each eyelid and then turned toward the restaurant.

      “Food. I promised you a meal.”

      She murmured a protest and his whole body went tight. Maybe the gods would be merciful and she’d tell him to hell with eating, she wanted to make hard, sweaty love—now.

      Jenny opened her eyes. She looked dazed but wary, and he knew his first instinct had been right. He needed to pull back.

      For him as much as her.

      He took her hand and headed for the restaurant.
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      Jenny was very conscious of Chico strolling alongside her, long-limbed and gorgeous. His fingers held hers in a loose, confident grip.

      She slanted him a glance and he gave her a smoldering look from beneath his thick dark lashes. Making no secret of the fact he wanted her.

      Heat spiraled through her. Her heart sped up. Her nipples tightened.

      She was tempted, so tempted. And that in itself was a surprise.

      After the mess with Ryan, she’d curled into a protective hedgehog of a ball. No man got past the spines.

      That had been almost a year ago, which meant it had been a long, dry spell.

      But she refused to let one asshole ruin her life. Ryan had been a tall, hard-bodied blond. He had a job in his dad’s film production company and a pricy house in Coldwater Canyon just outside of L.A. She’d thought she’d hit the man-jackpot.

      Until she’d noticed that they’d been dating for almost a year, and she still hadn’t met any of his friends. When she’d asked about it, he’d said, “That’s because when I’m with you, you’re the only one I want,” and then he’d pushed her up against the living room wall and taken her.

      One day, she saw Ryan on TV, his hand on the ass of a sleek, ginger-haired model, heading into the premier of his dad’s latest movie. She wouldn’t have minded so much if he’d been straight with her. But no, the prick had told her he was working late at the office.

      She was so freaking nice, she’d given him a chance to explain. But he’d brushed her off with a grin. “Christ, Jenn. You know I can’t take someone like you to something like that.”

      “Someone like me? What the hell does that mean?”

      He had the grace to look ashamed. “You know. In public, I have to look…successful. That woman you saw? It was just business.”

      “You had your hand on her ass.”

      His gaze slid from hers—and she knew. He’d been cheating on her—or maybe Jenny was the woman he was cheating with. Something in her broke.

      He opened his mouth, but she stopped him with a slash of her hand. “You know something? I don’t want to hear it. Just get the fuck out of my apartment. Now.”

      His good-looking face twisted. “You don’t mean that.”

      “No?” She jerked open the apartment door. “Don’t make me call the cops, Ryan.”

      Within a month, she was back in Ohio, nursing her bruised heart.

      Her dad had been thrilled to have her home again, but he’d remarried while she was in college. She liked her stepmom, Tamara, but felt like a third wheel.

      Then in August, her dad had gotten sick—a rare blood disease that raced through him like fire. He was dead within a week, leaving Jenny and Tamara shell-shocked and rattling around in the old house Jenny had grown up in.

      Two months later, Tamara informed Jenny that she was selling the house. “I’m sorry,” she’d said, “but I just can’t stand living here without your dad. I’ll give you and your brother half of what I get. Your dad would’ve wanted that—and I want it too.”

      Jenny could’ve argued, but what was the use? As spouse, Tamara had automatically inherited the house, since her dad had never gotten around to making a will. Not to mention that her stepmom had aged ten years in the past couple of months. She’d stopped eating, and the woman who was always neat and well-dressed was now in baggy sweats with gray roots showing under her auburn dye job.

      Maybe it would be good for both of them to sell the house. And Jenny’s brother didn’t care; Sam was career Army, and a nomad at heart. He’d probably never settle down. In fact, he was thrilled to get his share of the money that Tamara promised them.

      So Jenny moved in with a friend from high school and started thinking about what to do with the rest of her life. That had led to Grace Harbor…and this date with a sexy shifter.

      Her dad had always said life was damn strange.

      Now as Chico took the seat to Jenny’s left, she saw the server’s eyes widen when the woman realized she was serving a fada—or maybe it was just Chico. The man was serious eye-candy.

      They ordered drinks, wine for her and a Mexican beer for him. The server left, and Jenny picked up her menu, but instead of reading it, she eyed Chico over the top.

      He’d exchanged his usual T-shirt and cargo pants for a soft green button-up shirt and dark jeans. The shirt’s top two buttons were undone, revealing the strong brown column of his throat.

      She had the urge to lean forward and lick him, right there in the restaurant. To find out how he tasted, take in his scent.

      Her inner thighs clenched.

      His nostrils flared. She recalled how he’d seemed to scent her distress yesterday, and her cheeks heated. People said the fada’s sense of smell was a hundred times better than a human’s.

      “You can smell…me?”

      He shrugged a big shoulder. “I’m a fada.”

      “So, you’re scenting these things about us all the time?”

      “Yeah, but we focus on whoever we’re with. Just like you—right now, you can see everyone nearby, but you’re focused on me. The brain can only take in so much information at a time.”

      “Makes sense.”

      He slid her a look. “Does it bother you, my being part-animal?”

      She frowned and set down her menu. “If it did, I wouldn’t be out with you.”

      He tilted his head. “You mean that, don’t you? Some humans look down on us for our animal genes.”

      “But then, some people are afraid of anything different. You think I don’t get the Native- Americans-are-exotic thing? Which is funny, since we’re the original inhabitants.”

      His gaze flicked to the black braid hanging over her shoulder. “So you’re Native American?”

      “My dad was part Ojibwe and part German. Mom was Polish and Irish.”

      “Sounds kind of like me. My mom’s an American sea fada, born and raised on Block Island. But my pai—my dad—is a Portuguese river fada.”

      “And deep down,” she continued, “we’re all animals, aren’t we? No, I find it interesting.”

      “Interesting,” he repeated. “Can we change that to hot? Irresistible? Or even insanely sexy?”

      “Hm.” She pursed her lips teasingly. “We could. But I’ll need proof…”

      The look he gave her made her toes curl. He leaned closer. “I’d be happy to provide any proof you want, pretty Jenny.”

      And maybe I’ll let you.

      But she didn’t say it. Instead, she just smiled.

      The waitress returned with their drinks and asked if they were ready to order.

      Jenny blinked. She hadn’t even looked at the menu.

      “Try the rockfish,” Chico suggested. “I hear it’s good here.”

      “Excellent choice.” The waitress gave him a flirtatious smile that made Jenny want to elbow her—hard.

      “All right.” Jenny closed her menu.

      They both ordered the rockfish and salads, and the waitress left again.

      Chico leaned forward. “So,” he said, “what were you working on this afternoon that had you so involved you didn’t eat?”

      Dinner flew by. The two of them started talking and didn’t stop. Jenny told Chico more about crafting jewelry, and he talked about life at Rock Run. People said the fada were tough, unfriendly, their clans little better than gangs, but his stories about his family and friends made her envious. Here she was practically an orphan, and he had a whole clan.

      Before she knew it, a couple of hours had passed. The waitress took away their plates and asked if they wanted dessert.

      Jenny and Chico grinned at each other. “Do you have the chocolate lava cake tonight?” he asked the waitress.

      “Sure do.”

      “Bring us one of those, and two cups of coffee.”

      When it arrived, Chico scooted closer until their thighs touched. “Here.” He scooped up some cake and held the fork to her lips.

      The cake was dark chocolate outside with more chocolate melted in the middle. She gave a small moan. If heaven had a dessert, chocolate lava cake was it.

      Chico’s eyes darkened to the color of the cake. “Good?”

      She swallowed the rich, gooey morsel. “God, yes.”

      He took a bite himself and then brought another forkful to her lips. “Have some more.”

      When she was done chewing, he touched the corner of her mouth. “You have a tiny piece here. D’you mind—?” He leaned closer.

      She shook her head, mesmerized. He was so big, so warm. He smelled of chocolate and his own spicy self. Just like yesterday, she wanted to curl into him and stay for a while.

      His fingers curved around her nape. He licked the crumb off the corner of her mouth and then nibbled her lower lip before sitting back again.

      Jenny took a jagged breath and then picked up her coffee with both hands. She held the cup for a few moments to center herself before taking a drink.

      The dolphin pendant had heated again. The warmth seemed to go clear through to her heart. And suddenly, she knew.

      She would’ve realized it before, but he was a river fada, which to her meant fish, otters—river animals, in other words.

      A weird mix of excitement and wariness washed over her. She took another sip of coffee and then set the cup on the saucer. “What’s your animal, Chico?”

      He raised a brow, but said, “Water fada have more than one animal. But we do have a favorite.”

      “And?”

      “Mine’s a dolphin.”
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      Chico watched as Jenny’s eyes widened. “But…dolphins aren’t river animals.”

      “Sure they are,” he replied. “Haven’t you ever heard of the pink dolphins in the Amazon?”

      “Pink? You’re messing with me, right?”

      “Nope. They really exist, and I have the cousins to prove it. But I’m a river dolphin. Our skin is dark gray, not light gray like a bottlenose, and we have a longer beak. But even a bottlenose can survive in tidal rivers or estuaries like the Chesapeake Bay.”

      Jenny’s hand went partway to her pendant, and then back to the table. Her fine black brows scrunched together.

      “It doesn’t mean anything,” she muttered.

      “What?” he asked, mystified. Sure, he’d noticed the dolphin on her pendant, but she’d said it had something to do with her father.

      “My spirit animal.” Her voice was hushed. “My grandma always said I’d find him—it.”

      “And the dolphin is your spirit animal?”

      “Yeah. Remember I told you that I had a dream about my dad the night after he passed? In the dream, he led me to my spirit animal—and it was a dolphin.” She grimaced. “Okay, here’s where you back away slowly and tell me it was fun, but you have to leave now.”

      His lips quirked. If it were any other woman, she might be right. But this was Jenny, and as far as he was concerned, he’d be happy to be her spirit animal.

      Hell, he’d be happy to be her animal, period.

      “Hey.” He took her hand. “I’m a shapeshifter, remember? I know magic exists—and it follows its own rules. And my alpha is mated to a fae queen. I’ve seen her work her magic on a dying kid and bring him back to life. And the woman can teleport from place to place. Maybe we don’t have spirit animals, but all of us have a magical Gift.”

      “What’s yours?”

      He hesitated. There was no reason he couldn’t tell a human about his Gift, but he wasn’t the type to spill about things to someone he barely knew.

      But then, Jenny didn’t feel like a stranger.

      She withdrew her hand from his. “It’s okay. You don’t have to tell me.”

      She smiled, and he could tell she meant it, but he wanted her to know. “I’m a protector. In the clan, my rank is warrior, but I’m usually assigned to guard duty. I work as a sentry when I’m home, and I also hire out as a bodyguard.”

      “Your Gift makes you extra good at that?”

      “Yeah. It’s hard to explain why it’s different from the men who are hunters or trackers, but it just is. When I’m in protector-mode, nothing gets by me.”

      Except with Lita, things had got twisted so that he hadn’t been sure who to protect—her? Or the people around her?

      Jenny nodded. “I think some humans have Gifts, too. My Ojibwe grandma could talk to spirits, but I can’t do anything. The blood is too diluted in me.”

      He fingered the silver oval. When he spoke, his tone was husky. “My dolphin likes the idea of being your spirit animal.”

      She raised those big doe eyes to him, and his heart clenched. The caution was back. Time to back off.

      “Here.” He nudged her cup in her direction. “Finish your coffee.”

      Back outside, he set an arm around her shoulders and suggested a walk. “If you’re not too cold, that is.”

      “I’d love to.” She slipped an arm around his waist. “I could use some exercise after all that food.”

      They strolled to the Promenade, a boardwalk that curved a half mile along the Chesapeake, and followed it to a platform jutting out over the bay. They halted and gazed out at the smooth expanse of navy-blue water. Several miles distant, the faint lights of the towns on the bay’s eastern shore were visible. Above, clouds drifted moodily over the stars, and to their right, the waxing moon slid down the sky.

      Jenny snuggled into Chico. “I’d like to see your dolphin.”

      “Maybe someday.” He’d never shifted in front of a human.

      “Sorry, was that rude? I don’t know fada etiquette.”

      He suppressed a grin. Because yeah, it was an etiquette thing, but it was also that a fada learned early to hide his animal from the outside world. There’d been a time when humans had hunted shapeshifters with fire and wooden stakes.

      But Jenny was just so damn cute, worrying about fada etiquette.

      “I don’t shift for just anyone. For one thing, I have to get naked.”

      Her low chuckle did funny things to his insides. “Guess I asked for that.”

      His mouth edged up. “You did.”

      He turned so his back was against the wooden rail and drew her to stand between his legs—and suddenly he was dead serious.

      He slid an arm around her waist. With his other hand, he gently grasped the base of her braid, tipping back her head to expose her throat.

      Her breath sped up. Slim fingers curled into his coat.

      “Ask me nicely,” he husked, “and I will.”

      Her pretty lips parted. “Ask you what?”

      “To get naked for you.”

      “So I can see your dolphin?”

      “That’s a thought.” He brushed his mouth over hers. “Although I can think of a better reason…”

      He moved his lips to the smooth skin of her throat. Deus, he loved her scent. Warm, feminine musk with a touch of citrus. The punch of it went straight to his balls.

      He wanted to bite. To leave a mark behind so she’d think about him for the next few days.

      He contented himself with a kiss. Beneath his lips, her pulse ratcheted up. He sucked lightly.

      Her throat worked. “Chico—please. I—”

      He stilled. He wouldn’t mind hearing her beg, but—“That was a ‘please stop,’ wasn’t it?”

      “I’m sorry. But this is moving too fast.”

      He grimaced against her throat and then released her. “There’s nothing to be sorry about. I can slow down.” Because when he finally got her into bed, he wanted her as hot for him as he was for her.

      She gave a jerky nod, and then shivered.

      He muttered a curse. “I’m an ass. You’re cold—let me take you home.”

      At least she trusted him enough now to give him her address. Her apartment was on the second floor of an old Victorian on Union Avenue, with two units on each floor. He followed her upstairs and waited while she unlocked the door of the apartment on the left.

      A big gray tabby strolled out to greet her. Jenny picked him up and rubbed her cheek against his fur.

      “Max. What have you been doing all night?”

      The big cat laid his head against her shoulder and sent Chico an evil look.

      “I’d ask you in,” she said to Chico, “but I have to get up early tomorrow. I’m opening the shop.”

      “Okay, sure.” He touched her cheek.

      Max was between them. He gave an imperious meow and butted his head against Chico’s chest, demanding to be petted.

      Chico scrubbed a hand over the cat’s striped head, his eyes on Jenny. “Good night, then.”

      “Thank you for dinner.” She took a step back and then halted. “Next time, I’ll cook.”

      His heart kicked in his chest. “Sounds like a plan. When?”

      “Sunday? I have the day off.”

      “Great. I’ll bring the wine. Red or white?”

      “Red. I make a killer pasta putanesca. See you at five?”

      “I’ll be here.”

      He turned and loped down the stairs. When he reached the street, he gave a fist pump, and then glanced around sheepishly. But he was alone, save for a beagle in the next yard.

      The dog gave a yip that sounded suspiciously like a laugh and disappeared around the side of the house.
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      Lita had learned her lesson well.

      Hide who you are.

      Night fae were the energy vampires of the fae world. Into BDSM in the bedroom and cold, power-hungry bastards outside of it.

      Their ruler was Prince Langdon, who had somehow hung onto power for three centuries, even as his son, Tyrus, methodically killed off his other heirs.

      Hide who you are.

      Lita could still hear her mother Ava hissing in her ear whenever Lita did something that was a little off for a night fae, like sniffing the air to test people’s scents or showing emotions in public. Even wanting a hug in private could earn her a hard slap.

      None of the night fae knew that Lita wasn’t a pureblood fae.

      Yes, Lita’s amber eyes were unusual in her dark-eyed clan, but not unheard of. Fortunately, she’d inherited her mother’s long body, black hair and pointed fae ears. And Ava had been careful to conceal Lita’s ability to tolerate even bright sunlight.

      No one, not even her mother, knew Lita could shift—to a large black bat.

      Now she perched on a tree across from the human’s apartment on Union Avenue and watched as Chico Nobrega got into the SUV and drove off.

      Her breath felt cold in her lungs.

      Chico hadn’t broken her heart. You couldn’t break a heart that had learned darkness from her cold bitch of a mother.

      But her unbroken heart constricted at the thought that he’d found another woman. That he seemed…happy.

      She rose from the tree and flapped across the street to peer in the second-story window. The woman with the black braid and sad eyes had left the living room curtains open. The lights were off, but both night fae and shifters could see in the dark. Lita had no trouble seeing the black-haired woman moving around her apartment.

      She disappeared down the hall, returning a few minutes later in a cotton sleepshirt. Oblivious, she went into the kitchen for a glass of water, but the big gray tabby padding behind her looked straight at Lita. It hissed and arched its back.

      “What’s the matter?” The woman came back into the living room and frowned at the windows.

      Lita flapped back to the tree, watching as the woman rubbed her nape and then pulled the sunny-yellow curtains shut.

      Lita gnashed her teeth.

      Poking its head beneath the curtains, the cat set its front paws on the window sill and stared steadily at her bat-form.

      “Max,” the woman called. “Come here.”

      But the cat waited until Lita dropped out of the tree. She landed on the sidewalk and changed to woman. Unlike a fada, her shift didn’t leave her naked. Fully clothed in black skinny jeans, a white sweater and a red leather jacket, she sauntered up the sidewalk and touched the doorknob. A jolt of magic and the door opened.

      She walked into the foyer and scanned the mailboxes. There was a 2A and a 2B, but 2B had two names. No, 2A had to be the woman’s address.

      J. Erdrich.

      Lita exited and took out her smartphone. It was a simple matter to google J. Erdrich on Union Avenue. She didn’t even have to access the dark web.

      Jennifer Erdrich. The photo matched the woman she’d seen.

      She headed around the corner to where her current bodyguard Neo waited on the next street with their motorcycles.

      She’d hired a Central European earth fada this time, from the same clan as her father. The man who’d impregnated her mother and then left Lita to Ava’s tender mercies.

      Neo shoved a hand through his cropped brown hair. Damn, the man was fine, with broad shoulders and the lean, hard muscles of his wildcat.

      The earth fada narrowed his wideset, cat-gold eyes. “What are you up to?” He suspected this had something to do with Chico Nobrega and was jealous.

      “That’s not your concern.” Lita leaned in to take his lower lip between sharp teeth. When he moaned, she bit down, just enough to draw blood. She swiped the blood away with her tongue and turned toward her motorcycle.

      Neo swore in Slovak. “Not so fast, woman.” He caught her by her hair and dragged her back. His mouth came down on hers in a hard kiss.

      She closed her eyes and imagined he was Chico.
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      “So?” At the first lull in customers, Kym hitched her hip against the counter and raised a single dark brow. “How was dinner? I want details.”

      Jenny poured herself a shot of espresso. She needed the caffeine; she’d been up past midnight. Chico’s kisses had left excitement buzzing in her veins. She was almost sorry she’d sent him away, but things had been moving too fast.

      Her cautious side had thrown up its hands and said, Whoa! Remember Ryan. Slow down before you make a huge mistake.

      But it might be the best mistake ever.

      And what did it mean that Chico’s animal was a dolphin? It was almost like her dad had sent her a message.

      She swallowed. It’s just a coincidence.

      “Someday,” her Ojibwe grandma had said, “you’ll meet your spirit animal, and you’ll just know. It’s like a guardian angel—it will show up when you most need it. You just have to recognize yours—and trust its guidance.”

      Jenny had rolled her eyes, but after that dream, she’d known the dolphin was her spirit animal. Now she wished Grandma Lou was still alive so she could tell her she’d been right.

      She’d tossed and turned until Max had leapt off the bed with an irritated look in her direction and stalked off to sleep on the couch. That’s when she gave up trying to sleep and gotten up to work on a pair of earrings for a consignment order.

      “Well?” Kym prompted.

      “Nice.” She gulped the espresso and briefly closed her eyes. God bless caffeine.

      “Nice?” Her friend snorted. “Girl, you are so Midwestern. Your grandma is ‘nice.’ A warm pair of socks is ‘nice.’ But dinner with a hot shifter is not ‘nice.’ Where’d you go?”

      Jenny named the restaurant, and Kym pursed her lips. “Impressive. The man must like you.”

      “Yeah, I think he does.” Jenny’s mouth curved. “After, we took a walk on the Promenade and then he took me home. And before you ask, nothing happened—well, not much anyway.”

      Her friend’s look was knowing. “But it will.”

      Jenny’s smile increased. “You know, I think it will.”

      The bell jangled. A customer entered the shop with a rush of cold air, and they went back to work.

      The rest of the morning passed quickly. By two o’clock, Jenny was walking home. The snow from the day before had melted, and the sky was a vivid azure. She lifted her face, drinking in the sunlight.

      Her consignment order had been placed by a funky little shop in Baltimore. The shop was a perfect fit for her newest earrings, silver hoops with different centers—a moon, a star, a bold scribble.

      After greeting Max, she went to her worktable in the living room and the silver hoops she’d left on the kiln brick the night before. The kitchen and bedroom were small, but the living room was big enough for both a couch and her worktable. But it was the windows that had sold her on the apartment. Large and south-facing, they flooded her work area with natural light. The rent was a little more than she’d budgeted for, but she had that money coming from the sale of the house, so she’d taken the plunge.

      Putting on her goggles, she picked up her torch and began to solder the silver hoops.

      Soldering was close, concentrated work, but whenever she took a break, she planned tomorrow’s dinner. Antipasto, she decided. It went well with pasta putanesca. And some garlic bread, and maybe a dessert from the Java Shoppe.

      On Sunday morning, she drove to Baltimore and after dropping off the earrings, stopped at an Italian grocery for handmade pasta, antipasto and a crusty baguette for the garlic bread. February 1 was just a few days away. In the store’s front window, a chubby Cupid beamed above a display of wine and boxes of chocolate.

      On her way out of the store, Jenny glanced at the shiny, beribboned boxes of chocolate. She’d spent Christmas in Ohio with her stepmom, and New Year’s Eve alone because Kym had been in New York at her mom and dad’s.

      She hadn’t been completely alone—she had Max. He’d adopted her the week after she’d moved in and never left.

      Her mouth twisted. Who was she kidding? Maybe she hadn’t spent New Year’s Eve crying in the bathtub, but it sucked to be solitary when everyone around you was partying.

      At midnight, she’d watched the Grace Harbor fireworks from the small balcony off her kitchen. The couple next door had come outside, too, and passed her a glass of champagne around the wall separating their half of the balcony from hers. They’d all sipped the sparkling wine while above, fireworks bloomed like fiery flowers in the sky. Then they’d gone back inside their apartment and she’d returned to hers.

      Maybe for Valentine’s Day, I’ll be with Chico.

      Jenny pulled herself up short. Slow down, girl. She was getting ahead of herself—way ahead.

      But that excitement buzzed in her veins.
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      “Hey, Chico.” Jaxon smirked at him. “I hear Lita’s been asking about you.”

      Chico tensed—and then scented the teasing. His jaw tightened. Jaxon was a big, square-faced warrior who would cheerfully take a bullet for you, but Deus, the man loved to poke at people.

      “So?” He closed the door to his room and set off for the dining hall.

      The other warrior fell in beside him. “I hear she can’t forget you. Wants you to sweep her off her feet and carry her off to her crypt—or wherever the hell she lives.”

      “Go fuck yourself,” he returned wearily. “I haven’t seen her since last April.”

      Jaxon put his hands together and batted his eyelashes. “Oh, Chico,” he said in an irritating falsetto. “Please take me—hard. Please, please, lover boy.”

      Chico growled. He was sick of being seen as the clan pretty-boy. He was twenty-seven turns of the sun and a trained warrior, same as Jaxon and Tiago and the others who’d been in his cohort growing up. But as a protector, instead of taking part in dangerous overseas missions, he was assigned to sentry duty or the occasional turn guarding the creche.

      Not that he minded working in the area best suited to his Gift, but he was tired of being treated as somehow less than the other warriors.

      Still, when Lita had asked for his services, he’d said no—until she’d upped the money so high, he’d have been an idiot to turn it down. And maybe he’d wanted to prove himself to his pai. Frederico Nobrega was an old-world fada who thought Chico should be content to stay put at Rock Run, even though Frederico himself had left his clan to follow the first alpha from Portugal to America.

      His pai had practically ordered Chico not to take the contract, saying the night fae worked on you in sneaky ways. Chico had growled that he was an adult now, and if he wanted to work for Lita, then he would. It had taken him exactly a week to realize Lita hadn’t needed a bodyguard. She wanted a fuck-toy.

      When he’d returned, his friends ragged him about his guard “duties”—Jaxon more than anyone—but he’d heard the envy in their voices.

      If they only knew…

      Jaxon continued, on a roll now. “Maybe you can escort her to the Valentine’s Day Ball.” The sun fae were throwing one of their famous parties, and the entire Rock Run clan was invited.

      Chico curled his lip. “It’ll be a cold day in Hades before I take that woman anywhere.”

      “Maybe you can—”

      “Enough.” Chico fisted his hand in Jaxon’s T-shirt and jerked him up on his toes. “Shut the fuck up, or I’ll meet you in the training cave.” And they both knew he’d beat Jaxon’s ass.

      “Sorry, bro.” His friend raised his hands, palms out. “Just kidding.”

      Chico dragged in a breath and released him. “Okay, then. Enough with the teasing, though. It’s getting old.”

      Because sure, he’d fucked Lita—what man wouldn’t? But as soon as she had him hooked, the sex turned dark. She enjoyed making her lovers jealous, angry… He’d done things with her—to her—that it shamed him to recall.

      He was a protector. He wasn’t supposed to want to hurt a woman.

      Jaxon clapped him on the back. “Hey, irmão, no hard feelings, sim?”

      “Sim.” He forced a smile. “No hard feelings.” He grabbed his friend’s head and they nuzzled each other in the way of fada, their animals needing the touch.

      Most of the clan wasn’t up yet, but the dining hall was open for business from early in the morning to late at night. Chico grabbed a coffee and two slabs of peasant bread which he slathered with butter and wolfed down standing up.

      Ten minutes later, he was on his bike. The bike he’d bought with the money he’d earned from Lita. A big-ass V-Rod Harley, black and muscular.

      He aimed it down the dirt road that led to I-95. He had a whole day to kill until his dinner with Jenny. He was going for a ride.

      She played you, Chico. Like a goddamn guitar.

      Fury surged. Dark. Impotent.

      He dragged a breath through his teeth and deliberately pictured Jenny. She was the anti-Lita—sweet, warm, funny, a little shy.

      He couldn’t wait to see her again. For dinner, and more kisses… And if he was lucky, maybe he’d finally get to see that hot body of hers naked.

      His mouth edged up.

      Sunrise came late in January. The sun was just peeping over the horizon as he reached the highway and headed south. He forgot everything but the wind on his face and the road before him.

      He took the beltway north around Baltimore and headed west toward the Appalachian Mountains. The houses and businesses of the humans dropped away. The highway narrowed and rose in elevation until he was passing through rounded, tree-covered mountains. When he was as far from civilization as you could get in three hours, he turned into a national park. He hiked through the snow-dusted mountains, capping off the morning with a swim in an ice-cold lake.

      Back at Rock Run, he changed clothes and grabbed a bottle of merlot from the clan’s cellars before heading into town. On impulse, he stopped to buy Jenny flowers before continuing to Union Avenue.

      He pressed the doorbell and Jenny buzzed him in. He jogged up the stairs, his helmet under one arm, the saddlebag under the other, the flowers balanced carefully on top. The door on the left opened as he reached the hall, and there was Jenny, framed in the doorway.

      “Hey, Chico.” She beamed at him, illuminated by the lights behind her like an angel in leggings and a fuzzy orange sweater. A golden-skinned, raven-haired angel.

      He stared back, arrested.

      She stilled. The air between them thrummed, slow and sexy as a blues song.

      Jenny recovered first. She ushered him inside. “How’s it going?”

      “Good,” he replied, and was shocked his voice came out normally. “Everything’s good.” He set his stuff on the living room floor.

      “I’ve got dinner start—” She sucked in a breath as he dragged her into his arms for a kiss. She was warm and supple and tasted of the spicy tomato sauce he smelled simmering in the kitchen.

      “Mm,” she said when he lifted his head. “Nice to see you, too.” She smoothed a hand down his freshly-shaved cheek.

      His heart thumped in his chest. He busied himself getting the wine and flowers—a bright, colorful arrangement of sunflowers, mums, and other flowers he couldn’t name. From the glimpse he’d had of her apartment the other night, she liked bright, bold colors. The living room walls were lime green, the couch a lipstick red, the curtains a sunny Indian-inspired pattern.

      “For me?” Her dark eyes lit as she accepted the flowers. She buried her nose in the bouquet and inhaled deeply. “They’re beautiful. They remind me of summer.”

      He smiled, pleased. “I thought you’d like them.”

      “I love them.” She fingered a sunflower. “They’re exactly what I’d pick out myself. No one’s given me flowers for—well, a long time. Thank you.”

      She rose onto her toes and gave him an open-mouthed kiss.

      Their tongues tangled—and something inside him ignited like a match to gasoline. With a low growl, he took the flowers from her, set them with the wine on the coffee table, and then pulled her into his arms.

      Jenny melted into him. Soft. Yielding.

      They were a perfect fit, his erection cradled by her belly. He urged her closer with a hand on her ass and deepened the kiss.

      Her fingers slid into his hair, tugging him closer. She sucked his tongue deeper. Soft breasts pressed into the hard wall of his chest.

      When he lifted his head, she drew an uneven breath. “I have to stir the sauce—but…wow.” She grinned up at him. “Hold that thought.”

      Did she mean—?

      “Later, then.” He trailed his lips over her jaw.

      He didn’t really expect an answer, but she tilted her head to one side and said, “Yeah, okay.”

      They were in her living room, with the kitchen straight back and the bedroom on the right with the door partially open. Chico’s stomach constricted. How in the name of all the gods was he supposed to eat dinner now?

      He glanced at the queen-sized bed that took up most of the tiny bedroom, and with a massive effort of will, released her. “I’ll open the wine,” he said, shrugging out of his jacket.

      Jenny hung his jacket in a closet next to the front door and then headed into the kitchen with the flowers.

      The kitchen was warm and cozy, with just enough room for a stove, a sink, and a small painted-wood table set with blue-speckled stoneware and red cloth napkins. The single window had the blinds drawn, and a door at the back opened onto a tiny balcony.

      She handed him a corkscrew and then filled a green glass pitcher with water.

      “This is a Rock Run merlot,” he told her as he drew the cork. “We have our own vineyards. We sell the vinho verde, but the red wines are for us.” His tone was proud, but hey, the clan had worked their asses off to increase their earnings from their vineyards. It beat hiring themselves out to the fae.

      “From your own vineyard? Thank you.” She arranged the flowers in the pitcher with an artistic flourish and placed the pitcher on the little wood table between two cut-glass votives.

      As Chico poured the wine into two glasses, Max wound in and out of his legs. Chico gave him a scratch behind the ears, and the big cat rumbled in approval.

      “He likes you,” said Jenny. “He’s not usually so friendly with strangers.”

      “Cat has good taste.”

      She rolled her eyes but chuckled. He watched as she lifted the saucepan lid and stirred. The sauce’s spicy scent filled the tiny room.

      “Mm.” He leaned closer for a sniff. “Smells good. Pasta putanesca, you said?

      “Yeah. Mainly vegetarian—I hope that’s all right?”

      “Sure.” He could see black olives, red peppers and chunks of eggplant. He drew another breath. “But I smell anchovies, too.”

      “You must eat a lot of fish, right? I mean, you’re a dolphin.”

      “I even eat it for breakfast.”

      “Seriously?”

      He grinned and handed her a glass of the merlot. “What d’you think we eat when we’re in the middle of the bay? But yeah, at the base, we eat fish at pretty much every meal. We’re river fada, after all.” He took a sip of wine. “How can I help?”

      “You could make the salad.” She nodded at the lettuce, carrots, and other ingredients on a cutting board next to the sink.

      “Salads I can do.”

      The two of them finished preparing dinner. The kitchen was so small that they had to keep sliding past each other. Max sized up the situation and left them to it, strolling regally into the living room, where he perched on the sofa back and surveyed the pair of them from a safe distance.

      Each time Chico passed Jenny, he stole a kiss or stroked his fingers down her inky braid. Before long she had a faint flush on her cheekbones, and her eyes were bright. The scent of her growing desire was an aphrodisiac.

      He was pretty sure he could coax her into bed even before dinner, but he was enjoying this now. The male animal in him liked to tease.

      “There.” She turned off the burner under the sauce and drained the pasta in a colander. “If you’d just put the salad on our plates…”

      While he complied, she set a plate of antipasto in the center of the table, then lit the two votives and switched off the kitchen light.

      The food was delicious, but Chico barely tasted it. He was drunk on Jenny. The candlelight flickering on her warm-colored skin. The way her eyes shone in her face like dark stars. The long, clever fingers wrapped around the stem of her wineglass.

      At last she set her napkin down and went to stand up. “I have dessert—éclairs from the coffee shop.”

      He caught her wrist. “Maybe later.”

      She sank back into her seat. “I can make some coffee.”

      “Sure.” He rubbed his thumb over the sensitive skin between her thumb and index finger. “After.”

      Her throat worked. “Oh.”

      He came to his feet, drawing her up after him. Their bodies were a breath apart. He felt her heat like a hot lick down his abdomen and thighs.

      “Is that a yes?”

      Her eyes met his. She nodded mutely.

      Thank all the gods.

      He slid an arm around her shoulders. With his other hand, he gave her round ass a good squeeze. He’d had fantasies about that ass for a good month now.

      She caressed his shoulders, giving his deltoids a squeeze of her own.

      “I like the tat.” She traced a finger over the long-beaked dolphin twisting around his bicep. “It’s a dolphin, isn’t it?”

      He nodded. “A river dolphin.”

      He brushed her braid out of the way and pressed a kiss to her nape. She smelled so good—a mix of lemons and something that was just Jenny. He rubbed his face against her skin, taking on her scent.

      Need built in him. Need and an ache that was somehow connected to his heart. His animal awoke and urged him on.

      Taste her. Mark her.

      Chico sucked on her skin and then gave into the need, closing his teeth lightly on the delicate tendon running down the side of her neck. Just a small mark, so that if another male got too close, he’d see that Jenny was already taken.

      She moaned and twined a leg around his hip, rubbing herself against him—her sex against his, separated by only a few thin layers of material. His cock strained at his jeans. Another day, he’d bend her over the table and take her right there in the kitchen, but this was their first time. He wanted to draw things out. To play with her until she ached for him like he did for her.

      He licked the small love-bite and husked, “Blow out the candles.”

      She blinked at him, her almond-shaped eyes hazy with passion. He leaned past her and did it himself, then swung her into his arms and headed for the bedroom.
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      Jenny twined an arm around Chico’s neck.

      This was really happening. She touched his face. His cheek was clean-shaven, but she could feel a hint of beard like fine sandpaper.

      He rubbed against her hand, soaking up the petting like Max.

      Yep, this was real.

      She was pretty sure that after tonight she’d never see him again. But that was okay. Neither of them was making any promises to each other.

      There was just this. Here and now. Two people, giving and taking pleasure.

      Just inside the bedroom door, he stopped to kiss her. His lips were cool and firm. He rubbed them over her own and then delved inside her mouth. Her stomach swooped like an out-of-control plane.

      He took the two steps to her bed and set her on the feather comforter, following her down without lifting his mouth from hers. His hands slid under the fuzzy sweater, caressing her breasts through her camisole. His lips moved over hers, first tenderly, and then hard and deep. His tongue swept inside with long, voluptuous strokes. Tasting her like she was the most delicious food.

      A slow burn started in her belly. She wrapped her arms around him and kissed him back just as hard. When he raised his head, she murmured a protest.

      “Too many clothes,” he muttered.

      He came onto his knees to remove her sweater and then stilled to take in her camisole, lipstick-red with a self-bra that lifted her breasts. At the heat in his eyes, her nipples tightened.

      He slid a finger down the silky material and teased one hard point. “Pretty Jenny.” He bent his head to nip her through the satin, and the heat in her belly caught fire.

      Arousal flashed up her spine. She moaned and fisted her hands in the comforter.

      “That’s it.” He moved his mouth to her other nipple. “Sing for me.”

      His large hands cupped her breasts as he continued to tease her nipples with his mouth. Just when she couldn’t stand any more, he lifted off her and dragged off his T-shirt.

      “I want to feel your body against mine.”

      Oh, yeah.

      The man was seriously ripped. Coarse black hair dusted his chest and arrowed down a lean, muscular abdomen to where his jeans hung loosely on his hips.

      He sat on the chair next to the bed to remove his boots. She set to work as well, peeling off her leggings but leaving on the camisole and matching red satin panties. She’d bought the set at an after-Christmas sale in a fit of optimism. Even on sale, it had been too expensive. But it was worth every penny when Chico froze, a boot in his hand, mouth slightly ajar.

      “Damn.” His lips edged up in a way that had Jenny creaming her panties. “Red is your color.”

      “You think?” She touched the camisole a little shyly. Her normal underwear was plain beige or black.

      “Fuck, yeah. You’re beautiful. The only thing better would be you naked—but don’t take it off yet. I like it.”

      He glanced at the boot in his hand and then set it on the floor while she pulled down the comforter and knelt on the sheets.

      He skimmed off both his pants and boxers in one fluid movement. He turned back toward her and she about swallowed her tongue.

      He was all smooth olive skin and hard muscle, with dark hair dusting his powerful legs. Her gaze stopped at where his cock curved up toward his belly, proud and flushed. Just looking at it made her mouth water.

      “Come here.” She crooked a finger at him.

      He grinned and stepped forward. Taking her hand, he touched his lips to the back in a gentlemanly gesture that made her inner thighs clench, then fingered her braid, which had fallen forward over her shoulder.

      “Can I undo this?”

      “Go right ahead.”

      Stepping between her legs, he removed the elastic band from the bottom and slowly, sensuously unplaited the braid. She stilled, enjoying his touch. His clean male scent filled her nostrils, and his cock brushed her stomach, smooth and hot.

      He reached the second elastic band at the base of her neck and removed that as well, then combed his fingers through the ebony strands so they fanned out over her upper body.

      She set her hands on his shoulders and let her head fall back. The heavy silk cascaded down her spine. She smiled, feeling exhilarated, free, like racing her bike down a hill as a kid. The ends of her hair brushed the top of her ass, and his breath hissed in.

      “Deus.” He sifted a lock through his fingers. “You have to be the sexiest thing ever.”

      Her mouth quirked, a little disbelieving. He probably said that to all his women.

      His fingers tightened on her hair. “And I don’t say that to just anyone. Feel how hard I am.” He rubbed his cock against her abdomen. “This is for you, Jenny. Only you.”

      She moistened her lips, wanting to believe him, and yet unsure. She’d heard it before—Ryan had said things like that all the time.

      But Chico said fada couldn’t lie…

      He wound her hair around his hand and tugged back her head, holding her in position so he could kiss the sensitive underside of her jaw. His mouth moved lower, cool against her heated skin. He sucked on her neck, hard.

      She gasped and tried to pull away—it was almost too much—but he tightened his grip, making it clear he was the one in control.

      And God help her, she liked it.

      He palmed her breast. “I’ve been thinking about this ever since that first day in the coffee shop.” Hot breath against the sensitive skin beneath her ear. “I wanted in your pants, bad. And then I got to know you better, and I wanted you even more. But you wouldn’t give me the fucking time of day.”

      She swallowed. She’d felt something too, right from the start. “I was afraid.”

      “Because I’m a fada?”

      “No. I mean, maybe that was part of it—you guys are a little scary, you know—but the main reason was I figured you for a pl—” She halted and shrugged.

      “A player?” His mouth twisted. “I like women, sure. But I’m a fada. We’re kind of old-fashioned about taking care of our women. And more, I’m a protector. I’d stick a knife in my heart before I’d hurt a woman—especially my woman.”

      She gulped. “But I’m not your woman.”

      His dark eyes glittered. “Tonight, you are.”

      He still had her hair wrapped around one hand. He brought his other hand up to cup her face and brought his mouth down on hers. She opened to him, and his tongue slid over hers in a luscious dance that set tingles skittering over her skin.

      When he lifted his head, she only had time to take a deep breath, and then she was on her back on the bed, Chico crouched over her, a hungry look on his face.

      He gave her another hard kiss and then released her hair. “This is pretty”—he stroked his finger down the camisole’s wide satin strap—“but I want you naked.”

      He dragged the red scrap of material over her head and tossed it onto the chair.

      “That’s better.” Those hungry eyes were on her breasts. Her nipples tightened and peaked, and his gaze sharpened.

      Jenny’s breath hitched. She was average size everywhere, including her breasts—but Chico made her feel like a freaking sex goddess.

      “Beautiful,” he rasped.

      He brought his hands to her breasts, shaping them with his big fingers, brushing his thumbs over the nipples. His fingertips were callused, those of a man who did physical work, the roughness exciting. He might call himself a protector, but he was a warrior, too.

      She was reminded again that they were from two different worlds.

      She explored Chico in turn, starting at the round, hard muscles of his shoulders and moving down his arms to the soft hair on his forearms. She slid her hands up his arms again and pinched his nipples.

      He groaned.

      He caught her wrists and pressed them to the mattress on either side of her head. “That feels good, but right now, I’m touching you.”

      Her pussy clenched. He smiled, and she knew he scented her spike of arousal.

      “You like that.”

      When she nodded, he nipped her lower lip, a tiny erotic pain. “Keep your hands there.”

      “Okay.” She was so drugged with sensation she’d have agreed to almost anything.

      He lowered his head and sucked each of her nipples in turn, teasing them with his tongue and teeth until they were both wet and aching.

      Her head moved restlessly against the sheet. “Chico…”

      “Hm?” He moved down her abdomen, one searing kiss at a time until he reached her mound. He rubbed his mouth over her needy flesh through the satin panties, and then blew a stream of hot, moist air over her clit.

      Her hips bucked and he pushed them back down, licking and nipping her through the satiny material. Her lungs compressed. She was too hot…too excited…too everything.

      He seemed to realize that because he lifted up to slide off her panties. He set his hands on her thighs, keeping her still, knees bent up so he could see every part of her. She was so sensitized that it felt as if he were touching her. Her sex contracted and grew even slicker.

      He slid a hand down her inner thigh and she tensed in anticipation, but he continued down her leg, caressing her calf, her ankle. Sitting back on his heels, he lifted her foot and pressed a kiss to the instep, soft and tantalizing.

      Waves of pleasure rolled through her. Her fingers opened and closed. He gave them a warning look and she dug her fingernails into her palms, determined to hold out.

      His mouth curved. He turned to her other leg and made his leisurely way down that one as well. She writhed under his touch, but kept her hands pressed to the mattress.

      He moved between her legs, took hold of her hips and brought his mouth to her slippery folds—and then paused, his breath hot on her clit.

      She dug her heels into the sheets—and broke. Gripping his head, she pulled him closer. “Please, Chico.”

      A dark brow raised. “You moved your hands.”

      “I know, but—” Her breath sobbed in.

      “It’s okay.” He pressed a tender kiss to her inner thigh. “It’s just a game, querida. If you don’t want to play, I’ll stop. But I think you like it, yeah? To be teased a little—told what to do?”

      She chewed her lower lip. She’d never thought about it before, but yeah, she liked it. He’d struck just the right balance with his teasing domination, making her so hot she felt ready to explode.

      “I do,” she admitted.

      “Good girl,” he murmured, his lips so close to her sex she felt the vibration in her womb. “Because I like it, too. You can hold my head, but if you want more, you’re going to have to ask for it.”

      “What d’you mean?”

      He raised his head, his lips tilted in a wicked curve. “I mean, beg me.”

      Jenny giggled. She couldn’t help it. She was happy and aroused and enjoying playing with this hard warrior of a man.

      “Beg you?”

      He nodded. The grin faded but the wicked glint remained in his eyes. “Beg me, minha querida. You know you want to.”

      And he was right, she did. He was playing with her, and the serious, dependable, boring Jenny loved it.

      Her mouth opened and closed. “Chico—”

      Lips brushed over her needy little nub. “I’m waiting,” he said in a dark voice that had everything female in her tingling in response, like she was a tuning fork and his voice the trigger.

      She threaded her fingers through his cropped curls. “Please.”

      “Please who? Say my name.”

      “Please, Chico.”

      “Mm.” He swiped his tongue through her moist cleft. “I like the sound of you begging.”

      Her stomach tensed. “Please,” she rasped.

      “Since you asked…” He gripped her hips and settled into pleasuring her. Sucking and licking, even a few tiny, stinging bites that made her moan.

      She dropped her hands back to the mattress and rocked her hips up toward his mouth. He pressed her back down, forcing her to remain still for his sensual torment.

      She turned her head from side to side against the sheets. “I can’t. I—”

      “You can.” He slid two fingers inside her while his tongue kept up its dance over her hot, swollen clit.

      Her whole body went taut as incredible pleasure spiraled through her. From far away, she heard herself make a high, keening sound. Sparks exploded behind her eyes, and she came in a dizzying rush of heat and light.

      Chico stayed with her, bringing her down with soft licks and caresses. “Minha linda.” He touched his lips to her lower stomach.

      She dragged in a breath. “What does that mean?”

      “Minha linda? ‘My pretty one.’ Because I think you’re very, very beautiful.” He raised up and pressed a kiss to each of her nipples as he spoke.

      “Oh.” As she absorbed that, he leaned off the bed to snag a condom from his jeans. He ripped it open and took himself in one hand.

      She watched, anticipation tightening her belly, as he worked it over his cock before kneeling between her legs. For a few seconds, they simply smiled at each other. Then he wrapped his hand around his erection, fisting himself in a way that was incredibly erotic.

      She traced her hands down his abdomen, learning the shape and feel of him: smooth skin, the hard ridges of his muscles, the happy trail of wispy black hair that morphed into the coarser hair of his groin.

      “I love your body,” she murmured.

      He watched her through heavy-lidded eyes.  She cupped his balls, and he let go of himself to put his hands on his calves. She moved her hand up to his cock and wrapped her fingers around him. She gave an experimental squeeze that had him sucking in his breath.

      “That’s it.” He dropped his head back, unashamedly reveling in her touch. “Touch me—just like that.”

      She moved her hand up and down, working him slowly over the rubber, until with an animal growl, he removed her hand and came down on top of her, his forearms on either side of her head.

      “Jenny.” He nuzzled her neck.

      “What?”

      “Nothing. Just Jenny. Pretty. Perfect. Jenny.” He reached between their bodies and guided himself inside her.

      She caught her breath and pressed her feet to the bed. He was so hard and hot. He thrust slowly in until she was completely filled with him.

      Something in her sighed, At last…

      Chico lifted his head. The brown in his irises was streaked a glowing jade. She was still taking that in when he speared his fingers in her hair and began to move. Deep, measured strokes.

      “Ah, baby.” He brushed his lips over hers. “You feel so good.”

      She wrapped herself around him and kissed his throat. He smelled a little salty and all male. She nipped him at the sensitive place beneath his jaw.

      He groaned. “Do it again.”

      So she did.

      His grip on her hair tightened. Not hurting her, but keeping her in place as he stroked into her, hard and fast now.

      She moaned his name and rocked her hips up to meet his thrusts. They moved together for long minutes. She’d come so hard the first time, she was surprised to find herself spiraling upwards again.

      He slowed down, and she opened her eyes. He gazed down, his irises a pure jade-green now, the color intense, mesmerizing.

      Releasing her hair, he reached between their bodies to swirl his fingers over her clit. “Come for me.”

      Her lungs squeezed. “Chico.”

      “What?”

      “Nothing.” She moved her head against the pillow. “Just…Chico.”

      He smiled and ghosted his fingers over her, no longer moving, just keeping himself still inside her while his fingers kept up their teasing pattern.

      The pleasure built. She tightened around him and gasped, his thick length almost too much. He muttered something dark, and then removed his hand and thrust into her. Firm, powerful strokes that had them both gulping oxygen.

      Her whole body clenched. She chanted his name—and shattered in another liquid burst of pleasure.

      “Deus,” he said against her neck. “You’re so fucking tight…” He gave another few hard thrusts, and then his breath sighed out and she felt him pulsing inside her.

      He rested his cheek against hers, chest heaving.

      She smoothed her hands down his back. His skin was moist from exertion.

      Her mouth edged up. I did that.

      He rolled onto his side and pulled her against his chest, spooning her.

      “Mm.” She clasped the hand he had resting over her breasts. “That was nice.”

      “It was.” His muscular arms tightened around her. “More than nice.”

      “In fact,” she continued, “I’d rate it as ‘insanely sexy.’”

      It took him a second, and then he laughed, a deep, delighted sound that made her smile broaden.

      She must have dozed off then, because when she awoke, he was stroking her body. Sweet, easy caresses, down her breasts and over her stomach.

      She twisted her head to kiss him on the mouth and then lay still, enjoying the petting.

      “Your eyes,” she said. “They changed color when we—”

      He stilled. “That was my dolphin. I was still there, but he was with me.”

      “So it’s like you have two minds in one head?”

      “Sort of. It’s hard to explain. We’re shapeshifters—when I’m human, Chico’s in charge, and when I shift, the animal is to the fore. But the human is always in control.”

      She nodded. “I just have one question.”

      He tensed, and she realized that it mattered, what she thought of him.

      “Since when do dolphins have green eyes?”

      He relaxed. “Fada dolphins do. You’re in bed with a shifter, querida.”

      “I noticed.”

      “A hard shifter.” His pelvis moved against her ass. “A hard, ready shifter.”

      She suppressed a grin. “I noticed that, too.”

      “So what are you going to do about it?”

      “Hm. I have a couple of ideas…”

      “Tell me.” His hand delved between her thighs. “I’m all ears.”
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      Chico opened his eyes—and smiled.

      Because he was in bed with his sexy human at last, the two of them entangled beneath a feather comforter. A river fada didn’t feel the cold like humans did, but this morning, with an anemic winter sun trying to break through the low gray clouds, he was content to stay right where he was.

      He slid his arm around Jenny’s waist and pulled her up against his body. That was even better. Now his cock was nestled against her curvy bottom.

      Last night had been damn nice. He loved how she’d played with him…let him tease her. He was a fada male, and even though he wasn’t an alpha, he was plenty dominant when it came to his women—and he loved to tease. For him, that was the best kind of dominance, a slow, unhurried seduction until the woman begged him to finish.

      He moved a hand to her breast and gently pinched the nipple to hardness before moving to the other.

      “Don’t you ever get tired?” She snuggled closer, laughter in her voice.

      “No,” he said simply, his fingers already working their way down her lower abdomen to slip into her wiry curls.

      He nipped her shoulder. He could smell himself—her skin was infused with his scent. But then, he’d been over every sweet, succulent inch of her last night.

      She moaned and rocked her hips against his hand. Her ass stroked his erection.

      He smiled against her skin. She wanted him again.

      But he reminded himself that she was a human, more fragile than a fada female. And he’d had her three times last night, once just a few short hours ago.

      He cupped her mound, his middle finger just barely touching her clit. “It’s not too much? You’re not sore?”

      “A little,” she admitted, “but I want it.”

      He nudged a silky black lock out of the way so he could taste the sensitive spot behind her ear. “I’ll be gentle.”

      “Not too gentle.”

      “No, I think this morning we’ll take it slow and easy. Like this.”

      He stroked his finger over her. Slow…and easy.

      Her breath hissed out.

      “That’s good?” he asked.

      “Very.” She rotated her bottom against him, and he stifled a groan.

      He slid his free arm beneath her and stretched her out so she was immobile against him. “Hold still and let me play with you.”

      “But maybe I want to play with you.” She snaked a hand behind her and found his cock. She rubbed her thumb over the cap, and it was his turn to hiss. His groin throbbed and his balls pulled up tight.

      He clenched his jaw and stroked her again. “But that wouldn’t be as much fun.”

      Her body went taut. The spicy scent of her arousal drenched the air. “No?”

      “Trust me.” He slid his finger lightly, teasingly, over her sex. “Slow and easy can be good. Very good.”

      Her breasts heaved. She whispered, “All right.”

      He inhaled raggedly and proceeded to show her just how good slow and easy could be.
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      When he next awoke, his internal clock told him it was a little after nine. He was alone in the bed, but he could hear the shower running.

      He gave a long, bone-cracking stretch. Damn, he hadn’t felt so relaxed in weeks. Like an invisible weight had slid off his shoulders, or maybe his chest.

      Gods, Lita had really messed with his head.

      Oh, she’d kept her energy-sucking to a low level—that was in the contract, because a night fae could literally drive you insane. They incited anger or terror or depression so they could feed on it. And if you couldn’t take it and curled into some dark corner of your mind, well, to a night fae, that was a bonus.

      Chico’s alpha, Lord Dion, had made sure that Chico was protected by an iron-clad contract. Lita hadn’t dared feed on his emotions, but that hadn’t stopped her from getting up to other tricks: working her glamour on him, changing from adoring to cold-as-ice with whiplash speed.

      Jenny returned, dressed in her coffee shop uniform—black shirt and pants, her hair in its usual thick, shiny braid. She looked fresh and pretty, and smelled of lemons.

      His throat tightened. She could never know what he’d done with Lita. Never.

      “Morning.” She leaned down to drop a kiss on his lips. “Are you hungry? I’m about to make breakfast.”

      Sitting up, he forced Lita back into the dark corner of his mind where she belonged. “You don’t have to cook for me.”

      “I want to.”

      “Then, sure. That would be great.” He smoothed a hand over her cheek. The skin was baby-fine. “How’re you feeling?”

      “Good.” She trailed a hand down his bare chest. “How about you?”

      “Same.” He pulled her on top of him. “Even better now that you’re back in bed.” He ran his tongue around the shell of her ear.

      She moaned and gave a sexy little shiver. Their mouths met, and he started thinking about how to get her out of the clothes, but she pulled away and came back to her feet.

      “I really have to be at work by ten,” she said with a regretful glance at the clock radio.

      “Do I have time for a shower?”

      When she said yes, he gathered his clothes and went into the bathroom. When he exited, there was hip hop playing in the living room and the whole apartment smelled like apple pie.

      He gave an appreciative sniff as he entered the kitchen. “Apples and cinnamon…and walnuts. You made pancakes?”

      “Yep.” Jenny shot him a smile from where she stood at the stove. “You have a good sense of smell.”

      He shrugged. “I’m a fada. Animal genes, you know.”

      “You must sense so many things we miss.”

      Coming up behind her, he grasped her hips and nuzzled the side of her neck. “I can scent myself on you, even after a shower.” His animal wanted to rub against her, to enjoy the mix of their two scents.

      She turned her head to kiss him on the corner of his mouth. “And that’s a good thing?”

      “Oh, yeah. You smell real good with me on you.” He nibbled her earlobe. “Even better than those pancakes.”

      “Mm.” She relaxed against him, eyes half-closed. Then she straightened up and nudged him with her hip. “Go sit down before I burn something.”

      “Can’t have that.” He nipped her earlobe, enjoying how her breath hitched. “Where are the plates?”

      “There.” She nodded at the cabinet to her left. “And the silverware is in that drawer.”

      Chico set the table while Jenny poured him a cup of coffee. “There’s milk in the fridge if you want it.”

      He poured a healthy dollop of milk into the coffee and took a gulp before taking a seat at the table. The room was so small, Jenny and the stove were just a couple feet away. He interlinked his fingers behind his neck and settled back to enjoy the view of her backside in the snug pants.

      She’d put on an apron to protect her outfit, and seeing the white bow bouncing above her perfect ass made him hard all over again.

      Down, boy. He shook his head at himself.

      But mixed with his want was need. He could get used to this. Waking up with her, eating the morning meal together…

      The pictures teased him—and terrified the hell out of him. A hook-up was one thing, but he just wasn’t ready for anything else.

      He picked up his coffee.  “It’s Monday. Isn’t the Java Shoppe closed?”

      “I wait tables on Monday. It helps with the student loans.”

      “So, you work at the coffee shop, wait tables and make jewelry. When do you sleep?”

      She crinkled her nose. “I don’t have much of a social life. I just moved here in November. Kym’s the only person I really hang out with.”

      “Huh.” He couldn’t imagine being so solitary. “Well, you have me now.”

      “Yeah?” A hopeful look flashed over her face. Then she moved a shoulder.

      “What?” He stood up and wrapped his arms around her. “You think I’m not going to stick around?” He moved her braid so he could nibble on her nape.

      “Are you?” she asked without looking at him.

      He waited for the clench of panic he’d had when Lita had tried to keep him. Hell, he’d felt it when any woman tried to get too close. But it didn’t come. Instead, something inside him moved, like a tectonic plate settling into place.

      “Yeah,” he said against her neck. “I think I am. If you want me, that is.”

      She twisted in his arms to face him. “I do. Yeah.”

      “Okay. Good.”

      They smiled foolishly at each other, and then she slipped out of his grip and transferred a stack of pancakes to his plate.

      The maple syrup and butter were already on the table. He waited until she served herself, too, and then dug in. The pancakes were delicious. When he told her so, she put another two on his plate.

      At last he finished and sat back, replete. “Those just might be the best pancakes I’ve ever had.”

      Her left cheek creased in a smile. “Stick around, and I’ll make my chocolate chip-pecan pancakes.”

      “It’s a deal.” He took her hand and played with her fingers. She had a single ring on her index finger, hand-worked silver with a large chunk of red coral. Somehow, he knew it was her own work. “And I’ll make you dinner sometime.”

      “I’d like that. But for now, I’d better get going.” She stacked their plates and carried them to the sink, while he gathered up the silverware and their cups.

      Jenny walked him to the door. As he pulled on his jacket, he asked, “When can I see you again?”

      She took out her phone and pulled up her calendar. “I’m free on Wednesday afternoon. And I’m off most nights.”

      “Wednesday afternoon, then. We’ll go on a picnic.”

      Her fine dark brows shot up. “A picnic?”

      He nodded. “There’s a waterfall I think you’ll like. Way back in the woods where hardly anyone ever goes.”

      “But…that’s February first.”

      “I’ll keep you warm.” He set his hands on her hips. “Come on. It’s beautiful in the winter.”

      “Okay.” She grinned up at him. “It’ll be an adventure, right?” She still had her phone out. “What’s your number, anyhow?”

      “I don’t have one. River fada can’t carry small electronics—not for long, anyway. Something about our biochemistry shorts them out.”

      “No phone? I can’t even imagine that.”

      He shrugged. “We manage. The base has some basic communication equipment, and in an emergency, I can use a cell phone, but I can’t carry one for long or I’ll short it out. You’ll just have to make plans with me in person.”

      She slid the phone into her back pocket and gave him a lingering kiss. “See you Wednesday.”

      “Two o’clock.” He gave her hips a last caress and opened the door. “If something changes, I’ll get a message to you here or at the Java Shoppe.”
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      Tuesday morning at Java began with the usual morning rush. Kym was off, so Jenny was working with the Java Shoppe’s owner.

      Tyler was a musician from Georgia with a southern drawl and a fondness for flannel shirts. He had a wicked sense of humor and got things done with a minimum of fuss. Once he’d gotten to know Jenny, he’d been happy to allow her to do her job however she saw fit. When things were slow, he got out his guitar and played for the customers.

      The rush slacked off around ten o’clock. Tyler went out back to supervise a delivery, leaving her alone except for a customer reading the newspaper on a couch next to the window.

      Jenny hugged herself. Chico wanted to see her again. To “stick around.”

      Don’t get too excited. He’s probably just between women, and you’re handy.

      She let her arms fall back to her sides.

      But maybe, just maybe, Sunday night had been as amazing for him as it had been for her. And he’d invited her to a picnic—in February.

      She grinned and turned as the door opened.

      Part of her registered that the jangling bells were oddly muted. The rest of her stilled as a jaw-droppingly beautiful woman stepped across the threshold trailed by a large man in a long brown duster.

      Tall and with straight hair the color of midnight, her lean body was clothed in black from her chic moto jacket to her tight leather pants. Her skin was pale as cream, her scarlet lips the only slash of color in a perfect oval face. She was as out of place in sleepy little Grace Harbor as a Goth at a tea party.

      And why did Jenny have a feeling she’d seen her before?

      The woman sauntered toward the counter, eyes concealed by dark sunglasses. Behind her, the man in the duster crossed his arms and took a bodyguard’s wide-legged stance.

      Okay, this is strange.

      She glanced around for Tyler. Darkness emanated from the woman in a palpable cloud.

      In the back, she heard Tyler call, “Coming,” and then a door shut, and she realized he’d stepped outside with the delivery man. Then the customer on the couch suddenly folded her newspaper, picked up her stuff and left.

      Jenny was alone in the shop with the black-haired woman and her bodyguard.

      She straightened her spine. “May I help you?”

      The woman scrutinized her. The lights seemed to dim. Shadows danced crazily around the shop. The darkness increased, sucking at Jenny like a slimy black quicksand. She had to grip the counter to keep herself from falling forward.

      She blinked and gave herself a shake. “I said, ‘May I help you?’”

      Another silence. Just when Jenny was ready to say the hell with it and scream bloody murder, the silver pendant between her breasts warmed and the shadows receded.

      “Curious,” the other woman murmured. “You seem somewhat immune.”

      “What?” The chick was insane. Jenny shot an uneasy look at the man in the brown duster, but he gazed back, expressionless. It was clear there would be no help from him.

      She turned back to the black-haired woman. “Look, I don’t know what you think I’m immune to, but—”

      The woman glanced at the menu board. “I’ll take two cappuccinos to go.”

      “Two cappuccinos. Okay.” Jenny drew a steadying breath. “Large?”

      A shrug of a slim shoulder. “Sure.”

      Jenny got out two cardboard cups, heart hammering as if she’d run a race.

      The woman prowled around the coffee shop, fingering the backs of chairs, picking up one of the souvenir cups with a fancy black J, and then setting it down again. She spoke in undertones to the big, dark-haired man, and Jenny knit her brows. Something about that husky voice was familiar.

      She snapped the lid on the second cup and placed them both on the counter. “Here you go. Would you like anything else? The muffins are baked right here in town.”

      “Just the coffee.” The woman stayed where she was, examining the chessboard Tyler had left on a back table. She took one scarlet-tipped finger and moved the black queen, tipping over a white knight. The piece rolled off the board onto the table.

      Jenny drew a breath. “Okay, then. I’ll ring you up.”

      This time the woman didn’t even bother to answer.

      It was the man in the duster who paid for the coffee with a fifty. “Keep the change.”

      Jenny’s eyes widened, but when she thanked him, he simply gave a curt nod, and balancing both cups in one large hand, used the other to hold the front door open.

      The black-haired woman strolled past him to the silver limo idling on the nearby corner. The man followed her and handed one cup to the black-capped chauffeur who’d emerged to usher the boss lady inside. The man in the duster chugged down the other cappuccino. He crumpled the cup and tossed it into the street before getting into the limo after her.

      Jenny’s breath whooshed out. Her shoulders sagged. For a few seconds, she remained where she was, slumped over the counter, sucking in oxygen.

      She felt like she’d been slimed. Drenched with an oily black liquid.

      Kym burst into the shop. “Holy batshit. Do you know who that was?”

      Jenny straightened up. “No.”

      “Lita!” Her normally sardonic friend quivered with excitement. “I can’t believe she was here in Grace Harbor.”

      “The singer?” Although to call Lita a singer was like calling Michelangelo just another painter. She was one of the biggest rock stars in the world, with concerts sold out six months in advance. “Are you sure?”

      “Of course I’m sure. Don’t tell me you got to wait on her?”

      The silver limo slid past. Jenny couldn’t see anything through the tinted windows, but she was sure Lita was staring back at her.

      “Damn.” Kym gazed longingly at the limo. “If only I’d been here five minutes earlier. I could’ve gotten her autograph.”

      “Trust me, she wasn’t the kind of person you asked for an autograph.”

      Her friend barely heard her. “I wonder what she was doing in Grace Harbor?” she mused as she hung up her coat.

      Jenny fingered her dolphin. The silver was cool again. “Hell if I know. She didn’t even buy the coffee for herself.”

      It was like she wanted to see me. But that’s insane.

      “The tabloids say she’s a night fae, but no one knows for sure.”

      “A night fae? You mean, like a vampire?”

      “They’re not vampires. They suck energy, not blood.”

      Jenny swallowed. She’d heard the stories, of course. Night fae were dark fae who fed on negative emotions. Fortunately, they rarely took an interest in humans. Because when they did, you were fucked. “A night-fae rock star?”

      Kym nodded. “It makes a strange kind of sense. Her songs are…intense.”

      Lita’s songs were dark, angry—or so sad they broke your heart. Jenny thought of Lita with a whole crowd to feed on and shivered. It would give the woman power to burn.

      “I think she tried it on me.”

      Kym’s dark brows shot up. “The energy-sucking thing?”

      “Yeah.” Jenny rubbed her upper arms, chilled. “It felt like a black pool sucking at me—and I had to fight to keep from falling in. But somehow I did, and then she backed off and ordered a couple of cappuccinos.”

      Kym snorted.

      Jenny shook her head—and then gave an unwilling smile. “Bizarre, right?”

      “But why mess with you? You don’t even know her.”

      “I have no idea. I’ve never even seen her before—not in person.”

      “Well.” Kym wrapped an arm around Jenny’s shoulders. “She’s gone now, and Grace Harbor isn’t exactly a hangout for the rich and famous. Chances are you’ll never see her again. And if you do, run like hell in the opposite direction.”

      “Oh, I will.”

      Kym squeezed Jenny’s shoulders and then plopped onto a counter stool. “Holy bad timing.” She propped her chin on her hands and gave a mournful shake of her head. “I’ve been working here two years, and the most excitement I’ve seen was a fire in the trash can—which Tyler put out with the extinguisher, so we didn’t even have to call 911. Take one day off, and a freaking rock star stops by for coffee.”

      Jenny’s mouth twitched. “Next time I’ll text you the minute somebody famous walks in the door.”

      “You do that.”

      “Not to change the subject, but why are you here anyway? Isn’t it your day off?”

      “It’s the end of the month. I stopped by to get my check.”

      “Is that Kym?” Tyler emerged from the back room with a couple of envelopes. “I have both of your checks right here.”

      Her friend hopped off the stool. “You’ll never guess who was in the shop.” She paused for effect, and then said, “Lita.”

      Their boss’s jaw dropped. “You’re fucking kidding me. Did you get a picture?”

      “Jenny waited on her.”

      His gaze swung to Jenny, who made an apologetic face.

      “Sorry. I didn’t recognize her.”

      Tyler groaned.

      Kym had her phone out and her thumbs working. “I’m tweeting it.”

      “Excellent,” he replied, but Jenny barely heard.

      She rubbed her upper arms again, seriously creeped out by the whole thing. Then she gave herself a shake. So Lita was weird with some kind of dark cloud following her around—or maybe even a night fae. What did it matter?

      People like her stayed in their own little world. A small town like Grace Harbor wasn’t even on their radar.

      As Kym said, with any luck, Jenny would never run into her again.
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      Chico’s animal was uneasy.

      For some damn reason, it was worried about Jenny. And sure, Chico didn’t like the idea that she lived alone either, but his animal had gone into full protector-mode.

      Chill, he told it, but the dolphin moved under his skin, agitated, until on Wednesday, he rearranged his sentry duty with his friend Eliana so that he could drive into Grace Harbor by lunchtime. He’d pick up some coffee and check on Jenny.

      It had snowed overnight, just enough to dust the cars and sidewalks white. Above the sky was blue with just a few cottony clouds, and the noon sun was already melting the snow.

      He pulled open the door to the Java Shoppe. Jenny’s face lit. “Hey, Chico.” She handed a coffee to a customer and leaned over the counter to give him a kiss. Their lips clung for a moment and his animal settled down, content.

      Jenny’s pixie-faced friend flashed Chico a grin from where she was wiping down the counter. “Hiya. I’m Kym, by the way.” She reached over the counter to give his hand a firm shake.

      “Nice to meet you, Kym.” He shook her hand and smiled back. The energetic little blonde was on his side—he’d noticed that she always made sure Jenny waited on him.

      “Here you go.” Jenny handed over his usual café mocha but refused to let him pay. “You’re not here to cancel on me, are you?”

      “No. I had some stuff to do in town”—like make sure you’re okay—“and thought I’d stop by.”

      “You’re always welcome. But I’m not off until one.”

      “That’s okay. I can wait.” They smiled at each other, and a few feet away, Kym started humming a sappy love song.

      Jenny scrunched up her nose at her friend. “You don’t have to watch, you know.”

      “It’s okay,” Kym returned. “It’s February. I can practically see Cupid notching his arrow.”

      Chico’s mouth curved. “Should I be afraid?”

      “Ignore her,” Jenny advised. “She’s always trying to fix me up.”

      “Not any more, she isn’t.” Chico replayed what he’d said and stilled.

      But he didn’t take the words back. Because he didn’t want Jenny to see anyone but him.

      Kym sent her friend a speaking look.

      Jenny swallowed. “No?” He scented her confusion, but she was happy, too.

      “No,” he replied. “She doesn’t need to, right?”

      Jenny shook her head slowly, her gaze locked on his.

      The door bells jingled, and several people entered, stamping their feet to get the snow off. Jenny sent him an apologetic look. “I have to wait on them.”

      “De nada. I’ll just run a few errands and come back at one to drive you home.”

      “That would be nice.”

      Chico downed his coffee and headed back outside. The two of them were going to have to talk, but this wasn’t the time or place.

      He returned promptly at one and escorted her back to her apartment. As she changed into warmer clothes, he strolled through the rooms, checking the security. A woman alone was too damn vulnerable, but at least she was on the second floor and there were deadbolts on both doors, including the one to the balcony.

      “I’ll be right there,” Jenny called.

      “Take your time,” he returned. “We have all afternoon.”

      The uneasiness was still niggling at him. In fact, it was growing stronger. He slipped his stiletto from its sheath in his right boot. The blade was iron, poison to both fae and fada, but his hand was protected by the leather wrapped around the handle. He cracked open the balcony door and inhaled, the knife ready at his side.

      He pushed the door the rest of the way open and scanned the area. The balcony was enclosed with no exit to the first floor. The only way to reach it would be with a ladder, although a fada could simply jump high enough to grab the railing and then swing up onto the balcony.

      But why would a fada be after Jenny? No one in the clan even knew he was seeing her, and even if they did, they wouldn’t care. There was no law against a fada dating a human. Hell, a couple of Rock Run men had mated with human females.

      Max joined him, and the two of them stared down at the overgrown backyard. At night, it would be easy for someone to hide in the bushes or behind one of the trees.

      “Too bad you’re not a dog,” he told the tabby. “At least then, you’d be some protection.”

      The big cat curled his lip disdainfully and continued gazing out over the yard.

      Chico slipped the iron stiletto back into his boot and decided he’d sleep at the apartment tonight. He had a powerful Gift. If he ignored it and something happened to Jenny, he’d never forgive himself.
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      To reach the waterfall, Chico took a narrow dirt road that followed the Susquehanna. Jenny gazed around, interested, as they passed through a hardwood forest, the river a wide silver ribbon on their right, and then entered an open area of fields and vineyards.

      “This all belongs to the clan.” Chico indicated the gnarled grapevines snaking over the brown hills.

      “The vineyards?”

      He nodded. “And those fields we just passed. Also a big section of the forest along Rock Run Creek.”

      “It’s beautiful,” she said sincerely.

      “Obrigado.”

      “Which means?”

      “Thank you.”

      “Obrigado,” she repeated.

      His sexy mouth quirked. “Actually, as a woman you’d say, “Obrigada.”

      She tried it out. “Oh-bree-ga-duh.”

      They rounded a curve and entered an old-growth forest of towering oaks, maples, and sycamores, their bare branches stark against the winter-blue sky. Chico halted the SUV in a small parking lot and rounded the vehicle to help her out.

      “We have to hike from here,” he said as his hands closed around her waist. Then his eyes sparked green, and the next thing she knew she was up against the door, his mouth hard on hers.

      Her knees weakened. She twined her arms around his neck and kissed him back. His mouth was hot and wet. His tongue glided over hers, sending need licking up and down her spine.

      When he lifted his head, she smiled up at him. “Mm. What was that for?”

      “I missed you.” His eyes were heavy-lidded, the irises a stunning mix of jade and brown, like a summer river.

      She traced a finger down his cheek. “Missed you too.”

      That earned her another kiss. A slow, sensual kiss. His hands slid under her coat, pulling her up against his hard body. Her heart sped up. Heat gathered in her stomach, between her thighs.

      Chico moved his mouth to her face, kissing the bridge of her nose and each eye in turn before resting his forehead against hers. For a few heartbeats, they simply stayed there, breathing together.

      His chest heaved. “Ready?”

      When she nodded, he grabbed a backpack and a blanket from the back seat, and they headed into the woods. The waterfall was a fifteen-minute hike from the parking lot. Even bare of leaves, the tall trees shaded the forest floor so the path was icy in places. Chico had the balance of a cat. He slipped an arm around Jenny’s waist, steadying her through the slippery spots.

      They walked up a hill and then turned off the path. Jenny heard the rushing water before she saw it. Chico guided her into a small clearing—and there was the waterfall, tumbling down the hill. Low and wide, it descended in a series of steps through snow-dusted banks before leveling off into a small, winding creek. To the west, the afternoon sun slanted through the trees, splashing the water gold.

      “Oh.” She bit her lip. “It’s like a fairyland.”

      “I knew you’d like it.” He smiled down at her. “I found it when I was a kid. I’m sure other people in the clan know about it—I’ve scented them from time to time—but I’m the only one who comes here regularly. Me and Tiago, that is. He’s my best friend.”

      “It’s beautiful.” Sorrow squeezed her throat. Her dad would’ve loved this creek; at the base of the waterfall, there was even a pool that looked deep enough to swim in. But it was a good sorrow—healing, like happy memories are.

      She leaned her head against Chico’s shoulder. “Thank you for bringing me here.”

      He kissed her temple. “You’re the only woman I’ve ever brought.”

      Her heart leapt. “Yeah?”

      “Yeah.” Spreading the blanket on the ground, he sat down and pulled her onto his lap. “Are you cold? I can light a fire.”

      She snuggled up against him. “I’m fine. Perfect.”

      “Good.” He wrapped his arms around her, and together, they watched the water flow by, the only sounds its low gurgle and the rustling trees. On a nearby oak, a squirrel appeared and eyed them before disappearing into its nest.

      Jenny’s breath sighed out. The pressure that had been lodged in her chest ever since her dad’s death eased, and in its place, a cautious joy unfurled like new green leaves.

      When Chico unzipped her coat, it seemed so natural to turn into him. Open to him.

      “Tell me if you get cold.” His fingers delved beneath her sweater, teasing her nipples into points. One hand went to her mound, caressing her through her jeans.

      She set a hand on his face and kissed him. Sliding her tongue over his, nibbling at his lips.

      He gave a low groan and leaned her back over his arm. Her lashes drifted shut. His kiss was deep, hard, his tongue dancing with hers in a tantalizing pattern. His hands continued to move over her body, building her arousal until she was drugged with sensation. His spicy male scent. His warm mouth on hers. The fingers playing her most sensitive places like a musician would an instrument.

      When he lifted her off him, she moaned in protest.

      “I want to be inside you.” He dragged off his boots and clothes.

      She nodded and fumbled with the laces on her own boots. He brushed her hands away and undid them for her, then eased the boots off and helped her undress. When they were both naked, he lay back and lifted her to straddle him, and then draped her coat around her shoulders. Making sure she didn’t get cold.

      An ache spiraled through her heart. He was so good to her.

      He made her want—too much.

      A tiny crease formed between his thick black brows. “What’s the matter, baby?”

      She shook her head. “Nothing. I’m just so happy.”

      He looked skeptical, but she stroked her hands over his wide, heavily muscled chest and his eyes slit with pleasure. She teased his flat brown nipples and his breath hitched.

      “Deus. That goes straight to my balls.”

      She traced a finger down the ridges of his abdomen to where his cock jutted, long and flushed, the veins straining purple against the smooth skin. She worked him for a minute, and his muscles locked.

      He pushed himself into her hand. A spurt of pre-cum covered the cap, and she spread it around, then continued moving down his body. She had to taste him.

      “Jenny,” he rasped.

      She licked her way up and down his cock. “What?” she said against the heated skin.

      He swallowed and shook his head.

      She’d rendered the man speechless. She smiled and fisted her hand around his base. He was long and thick, bigger than any man she’d ever been with. Her smile turned wicked. No wonder women dreamed of having a fada lover.

      He cupped her skull. “Suck me,” he said in a gravelly voice that made her bones melt.

      “Yes, sir,” she replied smartly, and took him deep into her mouth.

      He muttered something dark.

      She sent him a sultry look from under her lashes, and sucked harder. His taste was rich, male, a little salty. She moved her hand down to tease his balls, and his indrawn breath told her he liked that, too.

      She continued sucking and playing with him while he watched with a heated intensity, until he gave a tug on her braid. “Come up here.”

      She gave him a last suck and sat back up, straddling his thighs. He slid his hand between her legs and stroked her sex.

      “You’re so wet,” he murmured as his fingers slid over her. The slight roughness just turned her on even more.

      Her arousal built. Sparks skittered up and down her spine. She drew a shuddering breath, her entire body humming.

      Chico gave her a last stroke and withdrew his hand. When she whimpered in protest, he said, “I want to be inside you when you come.” Removing a condom from his pocket, he ripped it open with strong white teeth and handed it to her. “Here. You put it on.”

      He watched, his hands grasping her hips, as she worked it onto him.

      She raised up higher and rubbed herself up and down his long, hard length without taking him inside. She was so hot and ready, she slid easily up and down.

      His breath hissed out. His fingers dug into her hips. “That’s it, minha linda. Use me any way you want.”

      “Mm.” She wriggled around on him, enjoying how his body went rigid.

      He licked his thumb and set it to her clit, caressing her in easy circles. Her pleasure ratcheted up.

      She couldn’t wait any longer. Reaching down, she placed his tip at her entrance, and then set her hands on his shoulders and eased down until she was completely filled with him.

      Chico’s jaw tightened, but he kept his thumb moving over her clit. She lifted up and then slid down on him again. He gripped her thigh with his free hand and began to move with her.

      Together, they found the perfect rhythm, slow at first, and then hard and fast. She rounded her back and buried her face in his throat. The tips of her breasts brushed over his wiry chest hair, sending a delicious tingle over her skin.

      The good sensations intensified and then burst behind her eyes like fireworks in a night sky. She gripped his shoulders and convulsed around him, pleasure filling her from her head to her toes.

      With a growl, Chico grasped both her hips and thrust into her until he came with a groan that sounded as if it had been ripped from somewhere deep inside.

      She collapsed onto his chest. Beneath her cheek, his heart hammered. She nuzzled his shoulder and released a contented sigh.

      “Damn, woman.” He drew a harsh breath. “You’re going to fucking kill me.” He snagged her coat with one hand and tucked it around her, a hand on her ass.

      She smiled against his skin and straightened out her legs so that they were on either side of his. She tangled her fingers in the hair on his chest and listened to the hammering of his heart. Gradually, it slowed down to a steady thump.

      Her muscles went slack and she drifted, relaxed and comfortable.

      Her dolphin pendant had fallen forward onto his chest. He touched it. “Tell me about a spirit animal. What does that mean, exactly?”

      “A spirit animal?” She roused herself from her post-sex stupor. “My grandma said they’re kind of like guardian angels—they appear in your life whenever you most need them. Maybe you need a helping hand, or maybe there’s a lesson your spirit animal has to teach you. And a person might have different spirit animals at different times.”

      “And yours appeared last fall, after your dad passed.”

      She nodded against his chest. It was hard, recalling how dark everything had seemed last summer, but she wanted to tell him.

      “I was pretty down. My dad had just died, and I didn’t have a job. I was living in L.A. for a while, but when things fell apart with my boyfriend, I came back.”

      “Your boyfriend?” He toyed with the end of her braid. “This was last year?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Asshole.”

      Her mouth twisted. “How’d you know?”

      “Because,” he said, “any man stupid enough to let you go must be an asshole.”

      “He was. He’s an assistant producer in L.A.—works for his dad—and it turned out I was the woman he was keeping on the side. In public, he dated actresses and models.”

      “So he’s not just an asshole, he’s a bastard.”

      “Yep.”

      “Good looking?”

      “Well, yeah—and he knows it, too.”

      Chico’s lips grazed the top of her head. “I could break his nose. Make him not so pretty.”

      It had been a while since she’d thought of Chico as the stereotypical ruthless fada, but now she blinked. She raised herself up on an elbow. “I’m going to assume you’re kidding.”

      “Kind of.” He moved a big shoulder. “But if you really want me to—”

      She couldn’t help being warmed that he’d offered. Maybe that was Neanderthal of her, but tough shit. “Thanks, but the man’s not worth it.”

      And he wasn’t. She was so over Ryan. He could dance naked with one of his beautiful models down the middle of Hollywood Boulevard, and she wouldn’t give a damn.

      “The offer stands. Just say the word.”

      “Maybe last summer I would’ve taken you up on that. But now?” She nuzzled Chico’s neck. “He’s history.”

      “Good.” He enfolded her more securely in her arms. “Because the man had his chance and he gave you up.”

      “Well, actually,” she said, “he didn’t give me up. He would’ve been happy to keep things the way they were, but I kicked his sorry ass out of my apartment.”

      She felt his mouth lift in amusement. “Good for you.”

      “But it was hard, because right after that, my dad got sick and”—she swallowed something prickly in her throat—“he was dead in a week.”

      “You don’t have any other family?”

      “My stepmom, but I didn’t grow up with her. Tamara’s a nice person, and she really loved my dad, but he met her after I left home. So after he died, it was strange, the two of us living together without my dad as the glue. My brother’s in the Army, and he doesn’t come home much. And then she decided to sell the house.”

      Tears stung her eyes. She blinked them away as Chico rubbed her back.

      She took a jagged breath. “I know selling the house was the right thing, but there were just…so many changes in such a short time. And I really, really loved my dad.” Her voice broke. She pressed the heel of her hand to her eyes. “Sorry.”

      “Hey.” His arms tightened on her. “Don’t be. I’m just sorry that you didn’t really have anyone there for you. I can’t even imagine what that would be like. For me, the clan’s always there, even when I don’t want them to be.”

      “You’re lucky. Trust me.”

      He nodded. “They can be fucking nosy at times, but I always know they’ve got my back.” He resumed rubbing her, slow, comforting circles between her shoulder blades. “But you’re not alone any more, Jenny. I’ll always be there for you, no matter what happens.”

      “Thanks.” The tears welled up again. She swiped them away. “You don’t have to say that—but thanks.”

      “Hey.” Chico tipped her chin up so he could meet her eyes. “I mean it. I told you, fada don’t lie. You ever need me, just send word to Rock Run. I’ll be there in a shot. If I’m away on a job, I’ll leave word for my dad to take care of things.”

      She nodded, her heart full. She’d probably never ask for his help, but it meant a lot that he’d made the offer.

      “Promise me,” he said in a stern voice, seemingly reading her mind. “Promise you’ll ask for help if you need it.”

      She bit her lip, and then nodded. “All right. I promise—and thank you.”

      “I’ll hold you to that.” He gave her a kiss, and then smacked her bottom. “Time to get dressed before you freeze that cute ass off.”

      “In a minute. I’m too comfortable.”

      “Come on. I’ll help you get dressed.”

      He sat up, and she grumbled under her breath, but he was right—her bare legs were ice-cold. He helped her get dressed first, waiting while she pulled on her underwear and sweater, and then warming her feet between his hands before helping her into her socks and pants.

      Then she watched, mouth ajar, as he waded stark naked into the icy creek. When it reached his waist, he bent down and splashed water over himself, scrubbing until he was clean. Wild, beautiful, his muscular body dripping wet and perfectly in tune with the water and the woods. A demi-god in his natural habitat.

      He came back upright and caught her expression. He grinned and dragged his hands over his wet hair. “I don’t feel the cold like a human does.”

      Dazed, she could only shake her head. “You must have polar bear genes.”

      “Nah—just adapted to life underwater.” He strode out of the creek and shook himself, sending droplets flying everywhere. He sauntered back to the blanket, all loose-limbed grace.

      His eyes darkened. “When you look at me like that…”

      She moistened her lips. “Like what?”

      “Like you want me to do this.” He crawled over her and pressed her to the blanket for a hot-mouthed kiss. Then he sat up and pulled on his jeans and T-shirt while she just lay there, body humming.

      “Now, about that picnic…”
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      February turned bitter, with icy winds and temperatures below freezing, but Jenny was too happy to care. She saw Chico almost every day, and most nights he stayed over.

      If she worked late at the coffee shop, he picked her up so she wouldn’t have to walk home alone in the dark. If they went anywhere, he turned up the heat in the SUV.

      She felt…cherished.

      On Friday, he stopped by the coffee shop with a bright red hat and scarf, hand-crocheted by a woman in his clan. “To keep you warm.”

      “It’s beautiful.” She fingered the soft yarn. “But you didn’t have to give me anything.”

      “I wanted to.” He wrapped the scarf around her neck and pulled her to him for a soft, sweet kiss, uncaring of Kym’s grin. “I thought it would look pretty on you.”

      “I love it,” she said, and kissed him again.

      They made love in every room of the apartment—including some hot shower sex—but good as that was, she enjoyed having someone to share her meals almost as much. No more thrown-together dinners with only Max for company.

      Sometimes she cooked, and they ate that along with whatever Chico brought—coarse peasant bread baked by his clan or the fizzy white vinho verde from the Rock Run vineyards—and sometimes he picked up a pizza or take-out.

      On Sunday, he set a small hibachi up on her balcony and grilled the best fish she’d ever tasted while she roasted asparagus with olive oil and sun-dried tomatoes. After, they cleaned up the kitchen, working together as if they’d been doing it for years.

      As she put the last dish away, Chico took her hand and drew her out of the kitchen. “C’mere.” With every few steps, he kissed her, and then removed an article of clothing until she was clad in just a bra and panties.

      Her legs hit the edge of the couch, and he gently but firmly guided her down. She went willingly. She couldn’t get enough of this hard-bodied shifter. Touching him, pleasuring him, watching his face as he came…

      With every day, she fell a little more in love with him. If she let herself think about it, it scared her. But she had to trust again sometime.

      His mouth moved over her body—her neck, her breasts, her collarbone—his stubble a sexy scrape against her tender skin. He pressed a kiss to her mouth and slipped a hand down her body. He stroked her lower belly, sliding over her mound, delving between her thighs.

      “Minha linda.” Hot words against her ear, his accent always more pronounced when he made love to her. “So pretty.”

      Need curled through her. She instinctively bent a knee, opening to him. “Chico.” She moved her head against the cushion. “I…”

      “Hm? What do you want?”

      He nudged her bent leg a little more open and waited, fingertips teasing her sensitive inner thigh.

      She dragged in a breath. “Please.”

      “Tell me, querida.”

      “I want you to touch me—there.”

      “Good girl,” he crooned against her neck at the same time his fingers started moving over her sex. Slowly, purposefully. “Like this?

      “Yes.” God, yes.

      She gripped his arms, her attention on what he was doing between her thighs.

      He muttered something about how tight and wet she was, and how good it would feel when he was inside her, and then swirled two fingers over just the right spot. Heat slammed up her spine. He nipped and sucked at her neck, and the small pain sent her the rest of the way over.

      Her hips rocked up, and she moaned his name and came in a starburst of fire and light. He stayed with her until she went limp, and then picked her up and carried her to the bedroom. Dragging down the comforter, he laid her stomach-down on the mattress and reached for a condom.

      “You okay?”

      She nodded against the sheets, still trying to catch her breath. “Oh yeah.”

      “Good.” He urged her up so he could slide a pillow under her hips. Work-roughened fingertips stroked her buttocks. “Here’s some more.”

      He slid inside her, and they both groaned. Then he kissed her between her shoulder blades and began to move, and she gave herself up to the hot, wild pleasure of it.

      Chico stroking into her, hard and firm. Pinching her nipples into points. The catch of his breath as he went deeper. Placing her hand over her clit and commanding her to stroke herself. “For me.”

      And finally, his helpless growl as she came a second time, pulsing around him. He thrust deep and held still as she cried out and shuddered beneath him, and then followed her over the edge.

      For a few seconds, he stayed where he was, bowed over her, breathing hard. Then he rolled onto his side and drew her into his arms. They lay there, curled around each other, smelling of sex and sweat.

      Chico brushed his lips over her temple and sat up.  “I have to go,” he said as he left the bed to gather his clothes.

      “Now?” She glanced at her clock radio. “But it’s only nine o’clock.”

      “Yeah.” He gave her an apologetic smile. “I’m on duty tonight.”

      “Oh.” She swallowed her disappointment and padded into the bathroom to clean up. The man couldn’t stay every night. He had a life, after all.

      When she came out of the bathroom, Chico was in the living room. She was pulling her sweater over her head when he asked what she was doing on Valentine’s Day.

      She stilled and then poked her head through the neck hole. “I don’t know. Why?”

      He sat on the couch to put on his socks. “There’s this ball.”

      “A ball? Like the kind where you dance?”

      “Well, that’s what the fae call it. The Valentine’s Day Ball.”

      Her mouth dropped open. “You’re asking me to a fae ball?”

      “I told you my alpha is mated to the sun fae queen—and her people love any excuse for a party. The whole clan is going, and we’re allowed to bring anyone we want.” He pulled on his boots and came to his feet. “So, you in?”

      “Hell, yeah.” Her smile split her face. “I’d love to.”

      “Good. My parents want to meet you.”

      “Oh.” She swallowed. “They do?”

      Surprise changed to a cautious excitement. In her six months with Ryan, she’d only met his parents once—and that had been a brief conversation at a big party. She wasn’t even sure they’d known she was Ryan’s date. And she knew Chico well enough by now to know that for him to introduce her to his parents was a big deal.

      “Yeah.” He tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.

      “They don’t mind that I’m a human?”

      He hesitated and then shrugged. “Maybe a little. But they’re open-minded—if I’m happy, so are they.”

      She nodded. “Fair enough. My dad probably would’ve said the same thing.”

      “We’re set, then. Just tell me when you want to leave—it will go all night. Dinner, dancing. Fireworks sometime after midnight.”

      “Wow. Just wow.”

      She rubbed her forehead as realization set in. Jenny Erdrich was going to a freaking fae ball. Take that Ryan-the-dickhead.

      Until it occurred to her that the only nice dress she owned was an seven-year-old prom dress.

      “What should I wear?” she asked.

      “I don’t know.” Chico rolled a shoulder. “Something dressy.”

      She cast her gaze heavenwards. “You’re such a man.”

      His lips twitched. “Guilty.”

      “What will the other women be wearing?”

      “Dressy, like I said.” He waved a hand. “Sparkly. The sun fae love sparkly things.”

      “Sparkly? Long or short?”

      “That’s up to you.” At her expression, he raised a hand, palm out. “Honest. Most of the women will have on short dresses. That’s how the sun fae dress. Their metabolisms run hot—it’s always summer for them. And river fada don’t feel the cold like humans do.”

      “No shit? That would be nice.”

      He looped his arms around her loosely. “It doesn’t matter what you wear. You’ll be the most beautiful woman there.”

      “In a group of sun fae?” The sun fae were famous for their beauty, and even fada tended to be better-looking than the average human.

      He touched his forehead to hers. “You’re the only one I’ll see.”

      Her heart lurched—and landed at his feet. She gave a hard swallow. “Good answer.”

      “I mean it, Jenny. You know that, right?”

      She nodded, still taking in the fact that she wasn’t just falling for Chico, she was head-over-heels in love with the man.

      Her lungs constricted.

      Hell. Way to complicate things, Jenn.

      But he invited you to a fae ball, and he wants you to meet his parents, her more hopeful side pointed out.

      So? He’s a fada and you’re a human. How many fada-human couples do you know?

      She briefly closed her eyes. Because the answer was zero.

      Chico’s nostrils flared. Afraid he’d scent something different, she released him. “I’ll get your coat.”

      She opened the door and took it from the hook. For a few seconds, she stood there, clutching the soft, worn leather. It smelled faintly of him. For the rest of her life, when she smelled leather, she’d think of him.

      She turned to see him waiting, hands in his back pockets, brows drawn together.

      “Here you go.” She pasted on a smile and handed it to him.

      He hooked a hand around her nape and drew her closer. “I hate like hell to go. But I’m on duty in a couple of hours.”

      “It’s okay. I have a couple of bracelets to knock out tonight anyway.” She lifted onto her toes to kiss him. “See you tomorrow?”

      “I’ll be working nights for the next couple of days. But I’ll bring some pizza over on Tuesday evening, okay?”

      “Perfect. Any time after six. I’ll be at Sarah’s studio before that.” Tuesday was one of the afternoons she apprenticed with the master jeweler.

      She drew a breath—and took a chance. Because it wasn’t her style to hide her feelings. “I’ll miss you.”

      His eyes warmed. “I’ll miss you, too.” And with a last, intimate caress of her nape, he was out the door.
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      “That’s it.” Kym set her hands on the hips of her flamingo-pink pants. “That’s The Dress.”

      “You think?”

      Jenny frowned at herself in the dressing room mirror of the funky little Fells Point boutique. It was Monday evening, and Kym had offered to take Jenny shopping in Baltimore for the Valentine’s Ball.

      “Yes,” Kym said with an emphatic nod that set her green-tipped curls bouncing.

      Taking Jenny by the shoulders, she pointed her directly at the mirror. The dress was two-toned,with a burnt-orange velvet bodice and a long, high-waisted skirt in a pale gold silk charmeuse that flowed like liquid sunlight over her body.

      “You look freaking gorgeous. The man won’t know what hit him.”

      “I don’t know. It costs more than I make in a week.”

      “But your stepmom sent you that check.”

      “True.” Jenny chewed her lower lip.

      Tamara had sent the check late last week. Jenny had banked most of the money, and with the rest, she planned to buy a dozen semi-precious stones so she could start making more expensive, upscale pieces. But this was a fae ball, and she was going with her dream man.

      And Kym was right. The dress was gorgeous, and even Jenny could tell it made her look sexy.

      She made up her mind. “I’ll take it.”

      Kym grinned at her in the mirror. “It’s kind of like Cinderella—you going to a ball.”

      “I just hope I don’t turn into a pumpkin.”

      The petite blonde rolled her eyes. “That only happens in fairy tales.”

      “Or if you piss off a fae.” Jenny turned her back. “Help me out of this?”

      “Stop worrying,” Kym said as she obliged. “You’re going to have an amazing time. I mean a fae ball—how lit is that?”

      Jenny stepped out of the dress—and chuckled. “I know, right?”

      Kym gave her the thumbs up. “I’ll meet you up front—I’m going to try on that blue slip-thingy I saw. I need something for that Blue Valentine party.”

      Alone in the dressing room, Jenny hung the dress on its hanger and reached for her clothes. As she put on her coat, she glimpsed herself in the mirror. Navy pea coat, black leggings, her hair in its usual braid, her only makeup a dab of mascara.

      God, she was so ordinary. Cinderella? Yeah, right. She was more like the girl next door watching from the upstairs window as Cinderella galloped with her prince into the sunset.

      She twisted the end of her braid around her fingers, hearing Ryan’s so-reasonable words all over again. “Hell, Jenn. You know I can’t take someone like you to something like that.”

      She wasn’t rich enough. Thin enough. Cool enough.

      Just not…enough.

      She briefly closed her eyes. Then she tossed her braid over her shoulder and glared at her reflection as if it were arguing with her.

      Because Chico was not Ryan. He’d showed her his special place. He wanted her to meet his parents. And he’d invited her to a freaking fae ball.

      So there. She gave the mirror a decisive nod, and then draped the dress over an arm and went to pay for it.

      The cashier was ringing up the sale when Kym emerged from another dressing room with the blue dress. “I’m going to get it.” She held the slinky scrap against her body and waggled her brows. “You never know, I might get lucky.”

      Jenny grinned back. “In that dress? Count on it, girl.”

      Outside, South Broadway teemed with other shoppers and people heading to the restaurants and bars dotting the waterfront. Old-fashioned black lampposts cast a warm glow on two- and three-story brick buildings dating to the 1700s.

      As they crossed Broadway Square, a bone-chilling breeze blew off the Inner Harbor. Jenny huddled into her coat and slanted her friend a look. “I need shoes to go with that dress.”

      Kym’s weakness was shoes. Her hazel eyes lit like a kid in a candy store. “I know just the place.”
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      The two days until Chico could see Jenny again crawled by. He dutifully patrolled the Susquehanna River as his dolphin, but his thoughts were full of her.

      The way her left cheek creased when she was amused. Her low, sexy chuckle. Her shiny black hair, and the way her midnight eyes went hazy with wonder when he made love to her. The slim, competent hands that created one-of-a-kind jewelry—and drove him to madness when they stroked over his body.

      You in there? His fellow sentry, Eliana, nudged his shoulder, clicking at him in dolphin-speak.

      With a jolt, he realized they’d reached the end of Rock Run territory.

      Sorry. He turned with her and headed back downriver.

      Chico’s in love, she teased.

      He just shrugged. Eliana was right. He was in deep, and he didn’t even care.

      His friend Tiago’s sleek charcoal-gray dolphin appeared. In love? He fell in between them. What the fuck, Chico? Who?

      No one you know, Eliana returned. A human.

      Chico didn’t bother to ask how she knew. Someone in the clan must have seen him with Jenny.

      Tiago body-checked Chico. When were you going to tell me, you filho da puta? What’s her name?

      Chico slapped back at him with his powerful tail. It just happened. And her name is Jenny. The black-haired barista at the Java Shoppe.

      Tiago whistled. The one with the hot tits?

      Chico would’ve growled if he wasn’t in his dolphin-form. Don’t talk about my woman’s tits.

      So she’s your woman?

      Yeah. It felt good to finally have it out there. So far, the only people he’d told were his parents, and that was because his mom had asked where he was spending his nights. The woman was like a shark when it came to her children.

      When do we get to meet her?

      At the Valentine’s Day Ball.

      Ah, said both Tiago and Eliana at the same time. They all knew that if he was bringing Jenny to an event with the whole clan, it was serious.

      I’ll tell Alesia, Tiago said. She’ll be so happy for you.

      Thanks. And maybe she can talk to Jenny, make her feel welcome?

      Chico had put the moves on Alesia, back before she’d mated with Tiago, and she’d turned him down flat. But now they were good friends, and as an outsider herself, she might make Jenny feel more at ease.

      Of course.

      Don’t worry, Eliana added. If you like her, we’ll like her.

      The three of them skirted a small wooden fishing boat, bobbing their heads at the two clansmen casting for stripers, and then raced the rest of the way to Rock Run’s marina. Tiago had a meeting with his brother Dion, so Chico and Eliana left him there and continued downriver to the Chesapeake.
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      Tuesday passed even more slowly than Monday, but at last Chico was off duty. After a shower and a shave, he headed into town.

      He was outside the big Victorian that housed Jenny’s apartment when his nape prickled. He stilled, pizza box in one hand, a bottle of red in the other, and scanned the dark street. All he saw was a human a few doors down getting into her car. He inhaled deeply—and caught a whiff of metal and decay.

      Night fae.  His muscles locked. No—it can’t be.

      But he knew Lita’s scent as well as his own, and her Gift was wayfaring. She could blend into shadows until she was almost invisible, or move incredibly fast.

      He turned in a slow circle, eyes narrowed, scrutinizing the shadows. Something fluttered and he whipped his head around, but it was only a large bat. The creature landed in the branches of a large sycamore and glared down at Chico with beady eyes.

      He blew out a breath. Deus, he was jumpy. Why the fuck would Lita be here in Grace Harbor?

      And then the bat dropped to the ground—and shifted to Lita, her whippet-lean body clad in tight black pants and a short purple jacket. Her face gleamed in the darkness, pale as the moon, her carmine lips a dark slash.

      “Hello, love.” She sauntered forward, four-inch heels stabbing the wet grass.

      His jaw slackened. She must have fada blood. How hadn’t he scented it?

      But more importantly, what the fuck was she doing here—right outside of Jenny’s apartment?

      Keeping his gaze on her, he set the pizza and wine on the bottom step and slipped the iron stiletto from his boot. “What do you want?” he growled, the knife loose and ready at his side.

      “What do you think?” She scraped an iridescent purple nail down his cheek. “I’m here for you, Chico.”

      “Like hell you are.” His heart sped up. He felt the familiar fascination—and helpless anger.

      But he wasn’t bound by their contract anymore, and Jenny was due home any minute. He had to get rid of Lita—now. Because the thought of this night fae bitch anywhere near Jenny made his blood chunk into ice.

      He slid the stiletto underneath Lita’s short purple jacket, angling the point so it was aimed straight at her heart. “I’m not interested.”

      “Are you sure?” A sultry purr.

      “Yes, damn it.” Furious, he pushed the point in a fraction more, but she was a night fae. She just lapped up his fear and anger.

      A horn tooted, and Jenny pulled up in her ancient red VW.

      A cold sweat trickled down his spine. He grabbed Lita’s arm and force-marched her down the street.

      Behind him, Jenny said, “Chico? What’s going on?”

      Lita’s gaze flicked to her.

      Panic surged up in him. “I’ll be right there,” he gritted at Jenny over his shoulder. To Lita he said, “Go. Or I’ll shove this blade into your kidney.” He touched the point to her lower left back for emphasis.

      And they both knew it wouldn’t be a quick death. The iron would eat into her, rage through her veins like a poisonous fire.

      The tall, black-haired fae’s mouth edged up. “Do it, then. You wanted to last year, too. Didn’t you? You wanted to kill me.” She leaned closer. “But here’s your dirty little secret. You didn’t because you liked the things we did to each other.”

      Their gazes locked. She amped up her glamour, but for once it didn’t affect him. Not with Jenny watching.

      Bile filled his throat. “No. I didn’t. Maybe at first. But after that, I hated it. I couldn’t wait to get away.”

      Her smile faded. “You mean that.”

      “Believe it. Now get the hell out of Grace Harbor—or you’re dead.”

      Her amber eyes flickered. “You won’t hurt me. You can’t—it’s not in you.”

      “No?” He pushed the point in a little harder. “Just try me.”

      “Chico?” Jenny moved toward them, a bag of groceries in her arms, the red hat he’d given her perched on her shiny black hair.

      “Go inside,” he snapped at her. “Now.”

      She halted. “Okay. Sure.” He scented her hurt and confusion, but right now, all that mattered was getting her away from Lita.

      The night fae waited until the front door shut behind Jenny before shaking her head. “She’s a human, darling. Probably as boring as a fluffy little rabbit in bed.”

      Red filled his vision. “Leave. Before I gut you.”

      She finally stepped back.

      “And Lita?” He bared his teeth in a cold smile. “If I ever see you here again, I’ll slit your goddamned throat.”

      She stared back without saying anything. The shadows gathered around her, and then she changed back to a bat and flew off.

      He waited on the dark sidewalk, breathing hard, until he was sure she was gone. Emotions chased through him: anger at Lita, and at himself for getting entangled with her. Guilt that he’d exposed Jenny to the night fae’s darkness.

      But overriding it all was fear. If Lita hadn’t known about Jenny, she did now. Night fae had an incredible ability to sense emotions; Lita must have picked up how much Jenny meant to him. Would his threats be enough to keep her away?

      Blowing out a breath, he sheathed the knife in his boot and turned toward the house.
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      In the foyer, Jenny set down the groceries and stared out the sidelight at the couple locked in an intense conversation. It was clear they knew each other—very well. The air thrummed with tension.

      Chico and Lita. Lita and Chico.

      The air backed up in her lungs.

      It was happening again, just like with Ryan. Chico only wanted her for one thing. But in public, he acted like he barely knew her.

      She rested her forehead against the cold glass and reminded herself that he’d invited her, Jenny, to the Valentine’s Day Ball.

      But Lita? The sex-on-a-stick singer that every man in the world wanted to lay? And a fae, if Kym was right. Someone from his own world.

      All her doubts rushed back. You’re not enough.

      Chico bent to pick up the pizza and wine she’d barely noticed as she’d stumbled blindly up the steps, and then knocked on the door. “Jenny?”

      Her fingers tightened on the doorknob. Part of her didn’t want to open the door, but her parents hadn’t raised a coward. She pulled it open.

      He stepped into the foyer. “Sorry about that. Unfinished business.” His tone was light, but his face was etched with wariness.

      “You know Lita?” Stupid question. But she wanted to hear him say it.

      He went rigid. “Don’t say her name aloud. It draws a fae’s attention.”

      “So she’s a fae? Kym said she might be.”

      He jerked his head in assent. “Night fae. And yeah, I know her. I was her bodyguard for six months.”

      Jenny angled her head to one side. “You were more than a bodyguard.”

      “I was.” He lifted a shoulder, dropped it. “But it’s over, I promise.”

      She gazed at him for long moment, fighting her doubts. Then she heaved a breath. “Let’s go upstairs.” She picked up the groceries and led the way up to her apartment.

      Inside, Chico set the wine on the coffee table and cracked open the pizza box. “Just the way you like it,” he said with an ingratiating smile. “Two kinds of olives, mushrooms, extra sauce and cheese.”

      She barely glanced at it. “Thanks,” she said flatly as she hung her coat in the closet. “Just let me put these groceries away.”

      Chico tossed his jacket on the couch and followed her into the kitchen, where he set the pizza on the table and watched as she unloaded the plastic bag with short, choppy movements.

      “I’m sorry,” he said again. “I don’t know how she found out I was here. I haven’t even seen her since last April.”

      “Okay.” She shoved the bag into a drawer and turned to face him. “So, you were her bodyguard. But you had something going on—and I’m not so sure it’s over. I could practically see the sparks.”

      His jaw set. “No sparks. At least not on my part.”

      “But she wants to get something going again.” She eyed him. Just let him deny it.

      “She can want all she likes. I’m through with her.” He dragged both hands through his short brown curls. “I’m not Ryan, damn it. Is that what this is about?”

      “No,” she shot back—and then hesitated, because hadn’t that been her very first thought?

      “Jenny. I’m not fucking you in Grace Harbor and meeting a fae lover elsewhere.”

      Her chin lifted. “Then why is she here?”

      “I don’t know.” His hands closed around her shoulders. “But the only one I want is you.” When she didn’t reply, he growled. “That’s the truth, damn it. Fada don’t lie. I don’t lie.”

      He meant it. Every line of his face said so. The anger left her in a whoosh. “Fine.”

      “You believe me?”

      “Yeah. I do.”

      “Good. Because it’s the truth.” Taking her face in his hands, he gave her a hard, take-no-prisoners kiss. When he raised his head, they were both breathing hard.

      Jenny touched his cheek. “I’m sorry. I…jumped to conclusions.”

      “Hey, if I’d come home and found you with another man, I wouldn’t have been too happy, either.” His thumb caressed her jaw. “Now, how about a glass of wine?”

      She blew out a breath. “Please.” She watched from the kitchen doorway as he retrieved the bottle. “That’s not the first time she’s been in Grace Harbor,” she told him.

      His broad shoulders went rigid. He set the bottle back on the coffee table. “What do you mean?”

      Jenny moved into the living room. “She was in the Java Shoppe last week.”

      “She was? Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I didn’t know she was anything to you. And to be honest, I just wanted to forget her. She made me feel dirty.”

      “Holy Hades.” His eyes flashed green and his hands fisted at his sides. “That puta. She has no right. Tell me exactly what happened.”

      She dropped onto the couch. It had been a long day, and her feet hurt.

      Chico sat next to her and eased off her shoes. “Go on.” He drew her feet onto his lap and started massaging the left one.

      Her breath sighed out as he worked both thumbs from her big toe to her ankle.

      “It was last Tuesday.” She described Lita’s visit to the shop along with the big man in the duster. By the end, a muscle was jumping in Chico’s jaw, even though he kept up the magic with his thumbs.

      “She said you seemed immune?”

      “Yeah.” Jenny touched the silver oval between her breasts. “I don’t know why, but I could swear my dolphin pendant had something to do with it. It got really warm, almost hot, and then after she left, it cooled off again.”

      “Sounds like it’s acting as some kind of protection charm.”

      “But how?”

      He lifted a shoulder, let it drop. “You were under the influence of a powerful emotion when you worked on it. Maybe you somehow infused the emotion into the pendant.”

      She nodded. It was true. Her dad had just died, and her heart had felt like one big ache. When the dream came, it had been so real, she almost thought she was there with him in the woods one last time.

      Chico switched to her other foot. “Whatever you do, don’t take it off. Until we figure out what’s going on, don’t go anywhere without it—even to bed. Put it under your pillow if you don’t want to wear it around your neck. Okay?”

      “Okay, sure.” She swallowed, recalling how Lita’s darkness had slithered over her, seeking an opening like an oily blind snake. “A night fae, huh? I always figured the stories about them were exaggerated—but she’s one scary woman.”

      “I’m sorry.” His dark eyes were so hollow her chest clenched. “Those six months with her were the worst of my life. If I’d known she was anywhere near Grace Harbor, I would never have come near you.”

      Jenny’s stomach lurched. “Hey. It’s okay. You didn’t know, and even if you had, what gives her the right to come between us?”

      He set her feet on the couch and stood up. “It’s not okay,” he growled. “She waited for me outside your apartment. She wanted me to know that she knows where you live. She’s targeting you, Jenny—because of me.”
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      Lita settled onto the balcony rail. The curtains were shut so she couldn’t see inside, but she could hear their voices, although she couldn’t quite make out the words.

      Chico wanted that soft little human. She’d felt it in his heart.

      Her claws dug into the wood. Chico was hers.

      Darkness filled her chest. The humans had a saying, “If you love something, set it free.”

      Fools.

      The only way Lita knew to love was to bind Chico to her. It had been a mistake, letting him go. She should’ve figured out a way to extend the contract, or barring that, found some leverage that would force him to sign a new one.

      A mistake she intended to remedy.

      But first, she had to get that human out of his life—and quickly. Because if he mated with curvy little bitch, he’d be of no use to Lita. A mated fada couldn’t bear to touch any woman but his own.

      Luckily, getting rid of Jenny wouldn’t be hard. Humans—male or female—were weak, easily manipulated.

      And she was past due for some fun.

      Her mouth curved.
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      That night, Chico didn’t make love to Jenny. Instead, he made sure she put the dolphin pendant beneath her pillow and then held her until she fell asleep.

      He lay tensely, every nerve in his body jangling. Lita was outside, watching, plotting. He felt her.

      Jenny muttered uneasily in her sleep and rolled onto her side facing him, her inky braid snaking across the pillow. Beneath the oversized T-shirt she’d worn to bed, he could just make out the dark tips of her nipples.

      She was so beautiful, so vital—and so damn breakable.

      She muttered again, and he touched her cheek. “It’s okay, querida.”

      But it wasn’t okay. He knew how Lita thought. She was possessive, easily angered. And if she wanted, she could crush Jenny like a bug beneath one pointy heel.

      His stomach churned. What the hell had he been thinking, to fall in love with a human? They were delicate, so easy to kill.

      If it would help, he’d walk away right now, even though it would be like ripping out his own heart. But that would leave Jenny unprotected—and Lita wasn’t going to let this drop.

      His fingers flexed. His stiletto was beneath his pillow. He could get it, creep outside and eliminate Lita once and for all.

      Once, he’d believed he could never kill a woman—not in cold blood. He was a protector, not an assassin. But his time with Lita had hardened him. Now, his brain ticked coolly through the pros and cons.

      The pro was obvious. Eliminate Lita, and Jenny would be safe.

      But it could set off a clan war. The night fae would trace Lita to Grace Harbor, and from there, suspicion would naturally fall on Rock Run. The night fae prince might not know exactly who had killed her, but he wouldn’t care. He’d take revenge on the entire clan—and Chico would be responsible.

      Worse, Jenny could get caught in the fallout. If the night fae realized she was Chico’s mate, they’d target her, too.

      Plus, that big man who’d come with Lita to the Java Shoppe had to be her current bodyguard. For all he knew, the man was outside with her right now, meaning Chico would have to take out not just Lita, but her guard as well.

      Rolling onto his back, he stared at the ceiling. Night fae were creatures of the shadows. Lita’s fada blood apparently allowed her to tolerate sunlight, but he knew she preferred to sleep during the day.

      So, he’d wait until morning. After Jenny was safely at work, he’d return to Rock Run and speak to his commander, Rui do Mar, asking to be released from his regular duties to guard her.

      His gut tightened. He’d have to tell Rui why Jenny was in danger, and that meant his pai would probably hear, too. Frederico Nobrega would be shamed to his old-world soul to learn his son had gotten involved in sexual games with a woman he’d been hired to guard. And worse, a night fae.

      But there was no help for it.

      If Chico had to hurt his parents—and be embarrassed in front of his commander—so be it. Better he suffer a little humiliation than let Lita get to Jenny.

      He’d stick with Jenny 24/7, buy a little time…and somehow figure a way out of this.

      “No,” Jenny muttered in her sleep, and rolled onto her back.

      Afraid his agitation was affecting her, he slipped out of bed and pulled on his cargo pants. In the living room, he skirted Jenny’s worktable to crack open one of the tall windows and scanned the dark street. It was empty, including the big sycamore, and the jangling in his nerves had eased.

      Lita had left—for now, anyway.

      Max appeared and rubbed against his leg. Chico scratched him behind the ears. “You felt her too, didn’t you?”

      The big cat rumbled agreement and then disappeared in the direction of the kitchen. A few seconds later, Chico heard the crunch of kibble.

      “Chico?” Behind him, Jenny padded out of the bedroom. “What’s the matter?”

      “Nothing,” he said without turning around.

      “It’s something, or else you’d be asleep.” Wrapping her arms around him, she pressed a kiss to his shoulder blade. “Come back to bed.”

      He locked the window and let the curtain fall back. “I’ll only bother you.”

      “Maybe I want to be bothered.”

      Her fingers tripped down his naked abdomen to the waistband of his pants. He’d left the top button undone. She slid her hand lower. Warm digits closed around him, stirring him to life despite his churning mind. But then, he only had to breathe the same air as Jenny to get hard.

      He thought of Lita and unpeeled Jenny’s fingers from his flesh. “That’s not a good idea.”

      “Okay.” But she remained where she was, arms around him, her sleepy warm scent teasing his nostrils.

      He heaved a breath and turned to face her. “Go back to bed. Please.”

      Her eyes were big and dark in the dim light. “This is about Li—”

      He set two fingers on her mouth, halting her before she could say the fae’s whole name.

      “Well, it is,” she said the moment he lifted his hand. “You’re letting her get to you. To us. And that’s just wrong.”

      “Deus, Jenny. She came into the Java Shoppe. She’s gunning for you.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because I know how she thinks. Now go back to bed.”

      Her mouth firmed. She set her hand on his chest, right over his heart. “Not without you.”

      “Jenny,” he grated. The single word came out harder than he intended.

      She slid her thumb over his nipple, the way she’d learned he’d liked it. He steeled himself to remove her hand from his chest, but once he’d gripped it, he somehow couldn’t let go. His fingers tightened on hers.

      “I mean it,” he said, the last, desperate cry of a drowning man.

      “I can’t sleep. You’re worrying so much, I can practically hear it. Here.” With her free hand, she tapped her own chest.

      His lungs seized. Every hair on his body lifted. Wonder rushed through him…followed by stark fear.

      Because he felt it, too. Bright and real, even though it wasn’t something you could see or touch. The mate bond, that magical connection between two people.

      Jenny was his mate.

      Yes, the dolphin concurred. Mate. Ours.

      “Chico?” Her brow furrowed, and he realized that although she felt the connection as well, she didn’t recognize the bond for what it was.

      His hands went to her shoulders. She felt so good beneath his fingers…and so fucking fragile.

      When Jenny had said Lita had make her feel dirty, he’d almost snorted. Because Lita had left him feeling like he’d been dragged through a goddamned tar pit.

      Let go of her. Tell her you’re just going to stick around until you know she’s safe, and then you’re out of here.

      She deserves better. Hell, even that bastard Ryan would probably be better than you.

      But he couldn’t. In a few short weeks, Jenny had showed him what it meant to be happy again. And now, she was as necessary to him as oxygen.

      He pulled her closer until her soft breasts were pressed against his chest. His hand fisted around her braid, tilting her head back. And then he was kissing her hungrily.

      Her mouth was hot and welcoming. He stroked his tongue over hers, tasting her deeply, sensuously. He brought his free hand to her ass, urging her up against him. But it still wasn’t close enough, so he walked her backwards to a wall, crowding her against the hard surface.

      Her hips moved against his, and he pushed his leg between her thighs. She rubbed herself against him, making sexy little sounds that stoked his own heat even higher.

      Need filled him, dark and primal. The need of a fada, a male who wasn’t quite human or animal, but something in between.

      He slapped his hands to the wall on either side of her head. “Go back to bed,” he gritted, “or I’m going to bend you over the couch and take you. Hard.” He pressed his cock against her belly for emphasis.

      The look she gave him from beneath her eyelashes hit him ten times harder than Lita’s glamour ever had. “I’m wide awake,” she answered, and proceeded to turn him so his back was against the wall.

      And then she dropped to her knees before him.

      His heart stuttered as her fingers went to his zipper. It was exactly what he wanted right now, what he needed. But it felt wrong somehow.

      “Jenny,” he managed to say. “You don’t have to do this.”

      Those soft lips curved. “But I want to.” She slid his zipper down. He was naked beneath. His dick jutted out, and she touched her tongue to the ridge. “Chico? Is this okay?”

      She had to ask? His hands went to her head. “Do it,” he commanded.

      Her breath hitched. The sweet-tart scent of her arousal filled the air, making him even hotter.

      She slid his pants down, helped him step out of them.

      Then her lips closed around him, and he forgot everything but the hot suck of her mouth. Lita was gone—at least for now—and his sweet Jenny had her pretty lips around him.

      His fingers flexed on her head. He held her lightly, keeping her in place but allowing her to control how deep she took him.

      She gave a hum of pleasure and tongued him. His knees locked.

      “That’s it, baby,” he said hoarsely. “Take me. All of me.”

      She smiled around his length and sucked him deeper. One hand was at the base of his erection, working him, while the other played with his balls—cupping, squeezing.

      He looked down at her face. Her lashes were ebony crescents against her cheekbones, her mouth lush and wet. If there was anything sexier in the world, he couldn’t name it.

      He tightened his grip on her head and began to thrust slowly in and out.

      Excitement built. It felt like she was touching him in all the places he most wanted to be touched. His animal was right with him, writhing in delight, increasing his pleasure.

      “Come,” she murmured. “I want you to.”

      She sucked harder. Her teeth scraped gently over his most sensitive skin, and he growled. She gave another hard suck and his nerve endings sparked. Electricity arced through him. His balls tightened, got harder.

      She squeezed them lightly and drew him deep inside until he came, pumping into her mouth with a raw groan. When he returned to himself, he was slumped against the wall. Jenny sat on her heels, smiling up at him.

      He stroked a hand over her soft black hair and drew her back to her feet. He gave her a deep kiss, tasting himself on her lips, a mix of salt and tang.

      “Now you.” He bent her over the arm of the couch and slid his hand between her legs.

      The dark need in him wouldn’t let him rest until he’d made her sob out his name and come. Then he spun her around and licked and sucked her until he’d brought her to a second peak. Only then did he lift her into his arms and take her into the bedroom. Laying her on the mattress, he fumbled for a condom and then slid into her.

      It was like coming home. He stilled, his breath a harsh scrape in his lungs. She was so open and slick from her orgasms. He braced himself with his arms on either side of her head and thrust in a second time, hard and deep.

      Her arms and legs wrapped around him, pulling him closer. Enclosing him.

      She pressed a kiss to the hollow of his neck. “That feels so good.” A husky rasp.

      He stroked in and out, taking his time.

      Making Jenny a silent promise: I won’t let Lita get you. I’ll keep you safe if it’s the last thing I do.

      He buried his face in her throat and sucked on the skin. Her hips jerked up, taking him so deep his tip touched her womb.

      “Mine,” he said. “Say it, Jenny.”

      His animal ached to claim her as his mate. But he wouldn’t. Not now, maybe not ever. If he mated with Jenny, it would be just another reason for Lita to hurt her.

      But he could at least hear Jenny say she was his, if only for tonight.

      She muttered something incoherent, her eyes heavy-lidded, drugged with pleasure.

      “Mine.” He slowed his thrusts. “I want to hear you say it.”

      “Yes.” She stroked a hand down his face. “Yours.” She pulled him close for a deep kiss. “I love you, Chico.”

      The words fell on his heart like rain on parched soil. He had to clench his jaw to keep himself from saying he loved her back.

      He shut his eyes and let himself go, thrusting so deep into her he felt like he’d been turned inside out.

      When the end came, it took them both like the river in spring, fast and relentless, pulling them under and spinning them around before tossing them out, dizzy and breathless.

      Two souls, clinging together.
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      Jenny scowled at the velvet-and-silk dress in her bedroom closet, all ready for the ball next Tuesday. In the living room, Chico sat on the couch, idly stroking Max, sprawled on his back beside him.

      It was Friday evening, and they’d eaten a mostly silent meal. The only conversation had been of the stilted, please-pass-me-the-salt variety. Then Chico had retreated to the living room, and she’d come into the bedroom to put away her laundry.

      The beautiful dress shimmered like a tantalizing promise. She wasn’t sure they were still going to the damn ball. Or if she even wanted to.

      She fingered the silky gold skirt, and then with a sigh, shut the closet door.

      The past three days, she hadn’t gone anywhere without Chico. He spent the day at the Java, drinking coffee or strolling the block in front of the store. He waited outside the studio on the afternoons she apprenticed with Sarah. He accompanied her to the grocery and the laundromat.

      But they hadn’t made love in three days, and he almost never smiled. He was back to Mr. Dark and Dangerous again, and Jenny hated it.

      Not that she minded having her own personal bodyguard. Lita had scared her. You’d have to be crazy—or a fool—not to be afraid of a night fae.

      But in gaining a bodyguard, she’d lost a lover.

      Chico didn’t even sleep in the same bed as her. Instead, he’d spent Wednesday and Thursday night on the couch.

      “My guess is that if they break in here, it’s going to be through the balcony door,” he’d told her. “And I’ll be right here, waiting for them.”

      “They?” she asked.

      “She’s not alone,” he said. “You said yourself she had a bodyguard with her. She may even have more than one.”

      It was all so reasonable, and yet Jenny knew that was only part of the truth. Chico was pulling away from her, and she didn’t know why.

      When the nightmares started, she figured it was because everything had gone so rapidly from wonderful to messed up.

      The first couple of nights, she had only a vague memory of restless dreams. But on Friday, she tossed and turned for an hour before falling asleep—and landed in a dark, unfamiliar city.

      She was in an alley, blocked in on both sides by tall concrete walls. A shadow moved, and she threw a terrified glance over her shoulder—and glimpsed red eyes in a huge, winged shadow.

      Her lungs seized. She turned to run, but it was as if her feet were glued to the ground.

      The red-eyed shadow-creature crept closer. Cold fingers touched her nape. She sensed an inhuman glee as it waited for her to break…

      It wanted her to scream, wanted her afraid and cowering at its feet.

      She drew a terrified breath and wrenched herself awake, gulping for breath.

      It’s only a dream.

      But it had felt so real. Her arms had goosebumps and she couldn’t seem to get enough air into her lungs. Instinctively, she reached for Chico, but he was in the living room.

      Then she remembered her pendant. She slipped it out from under the pillow and sat up in bed, gripping it with both hands.

      Chico appeared in the doorway, his only clothing a pair of cargo pants. “You all right?”

      She switched on the bedside lamp. “It’s nothing. Just a bad dream.” A shiver rippled over her.

      He swore under his breath. For the first time in three nights, he climbed into bed with her and pulled her into his arms.

      She stiffened. She couldn’t help being angry at how thoroughly he’d shut her out. Like she was a job, not the woman he’d made love to as if he’d never get enough of her.

      But she was too raw from the dream. She let herself lean into his hard body.

      He stroked her hair. “Tell me about it.”

      She shook her head. “It’s nothing. Just…all this. It’s just too much.” Tears pricked her eyes.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “What happened? You don’t sleep with me. You act like you can barely stand to touch me.” Her voice hitched. “I feel like I don’t even know you anymore.”

      “I’m sorry. But you’re right—you don’t know me.” He drew a slow breath, let it out. “This was a mistake. You. Me.”

      A tiny fracture opened in her heart. “Don’t say that.”

      “It’s the truth. You know it is.”

      The fracture widened. Suddenly, she couldn’t stand to be touching him.

      She pushed off his lap and moved to the chair next to the bed. The pendant was still in her hands. She stared down at it. Her dad would’ve liked Chico, admired that he could be both gentle—and strong. Richard Erdrich had been a big-hearted, loving man, but he was a descendant of warriors. Mess with his family and all bets were off.

      She raised her gaze to Chico. He’d swung around to face her, feet on the floor.

      “Because of Lita?” She said the fae’s name clearly…defiantly. Because that warrior blood ran in her, too.

      He looked away. “You don’t understand.”

      “Then explain it to me.”

      Something bleak moved at the back of his eyes. He shook his head. “I can’t.”

      Her fingers tightened on the pendant. “Try me.”

      “Fine.” He leaned forward, slapped his hands on his thighs. “You want the truth? She was into sex games—bondage, whips. And you know what? She got me to play with her. To hurt her.”

      She refused to flinch. Something told her that would be the last straw. If he saw her withdraw from him in any way, she’d lose him for good.

      “But she consented,” she pointed out.

      “Oh, yeah. The woman got off on it. And I went along with her because I wanted her so bad.” His mouth twisted. “And maybe because I liked it too—a little, at least.”

      “Okay.” She drew a deep breath. “It’s not my thing, but if you both agreed to it, I don’t see why you hate yourself for it.”

      “I was with her for six months. Those last few months, I felt like I was wallowing in filth. But I’d signed a contract to protect her. You don’t break a contract with the fae. And I didn’t want to break it—I wanted to make a success of it. My first big job on my own.” He scrubbed his hands over his face. “So I went along with it.”

      Jenny’s heart turned over. “That’s not on you. Not if she forced you into it.”

      “That’s just it.” He rose to his feet and paced away. “She didn’t force me. I…enjoyed it. Me, a protector.” He gave a humorless laugh. “My animal was the one bothered by it. The dolphin turned away from her first, but I still didn’t stop. Until one day, it hit me. My dolphin was right—what me and Lita were doing to each other was fucked up. But even then, I couldn’t get away from her. I tried—told her it was over between us. That from then on, things would be strictly business. She nodded her head, and then used a goddamned glamour to suck me even deeper.”

      “Chico.” Jenny went to him and put her arms around him. He stiffened but let her hold him. “It’s over, and nobody got hurt. You have to let it go.”

      “You think I haven’t tried?” His eyes burned into hers. “I’m a goddamned protector. People with my Gift guard the pregnant women and children when the clan is under attack because the alpha knows we’d die before we’d let anyone hurt them. And by the end of that six months with Lita, I wanted to kill her—a woman. I had fantasies of slitting her fucking throat and watching her bleed out.”

      She touched his cheek. “But you didn’t. You left. That’s the important thing.”

      “Yeah.” He shook her off and backed away. “I’m sorry. I just…” He spread his hands.

      Her blood pounded in her ears. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean that as soon as I get Lita off your back, we’re done.”

      Her chest seized. For a few seconds, it was all she could do to breathe. The fracture in her heart widened to a deep, frightening chasm.

      Between her breasts, the dolphin pendant pulsed like a heart. She touched it. She didn’t even remember putting it on.

      But it reminded her that she loved Chico, and she was not giving him up without a fight.

      “No,” she bit out. “That bitch does not get to come between you and me. And you don’t get to use her as an excuse. If you don’t want me—if you don’t want us—then tell me straight out.”

      He glanced away, and her stomach sank. Then he looked back. His mouth opened, then closed.

      Hope blossomed. He couldn’t say it—and fada didn’t lie.

      “Say it,” she demanded. “Tell me you don’t want me, and it’s over.”

      He muttered something short and sharp in Portuguese. “I can’t.”

      The pressure on her chest eased. “Okay, then.”

      “But it doesn’t change anything.”

      “Why not?”

      “I love you, Jenny. And you’re in danger because of me. Do you know how that makes me feel? That’s why I’m leaving when this is over.”

      “You love me, so you’re leaving?”

      “Yeah. A sun fae lord in Japan is looking for another bodyguard, and I’m going to take the job.”

      She pressed a hand to her stomach, feeling as if she’d literally taken a blow. “I see. And you’ve been planning this for how long?”

      He rolled a big shoulder. “It just came up.”

      That was something. At least he hadn’t intended on leaving from the beginning.

      “It’s for the best,” he added. “You’ll see.”

      Anger seared her, blasting through the hurt. She crossed the short space between them and stabbed a finger into his chest. “What is this, the nineteenth century? You don’t get to decide what’s best for me, Chico Nobrega. What’s between us is good. It’s nothing like whatever happened between you and Lita.”

      He just looked at her, tight-lipped.

      Panic gripped her. She gave him a hard shake. “Damn it, I love you. Doesn’t that mean anything?”

      His head dropped back. The cords of his throat stood out in stark relief against his taut skin. He’d shaved just that morning, but already dark stubble had sprung up.

      She pressed her lips to the underside of his jaw, inhaling the salty male spice of him. “Please,” she whispered. “I love you.”

      His throat worked. “Don’t,” he rasped.

      Her fingers dug into his deltoids—and then she released him.

      She couldn’t do it on her own. If he wouldn’t fight for them, then there was no “them,” was there?

      Hot tears pricked her eyes. She swiped them away.

      “Jenny,” he said miserably.

      “No.” She turned away. “Just…go.”
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      Chico spent what remained of the night on the couch, tossing and turning.

      You did the right thing.

      But why did doing the right thing hurt so much?

      He’d made Jenny cry. Quiet, muffled sobs. Probably had a pillow pressed over her face so he wouldn’t hear.

      Gods, that tore at him. He’d lain on the couch, fists clenched, aching to go to her but knowing he’d lost the right to.

      At some point, he must have dropped off, because he woke just before dawn, nape prickling.

      Lita.

      He sat up and swung his legs off the couch.

      He’d left the curtains open. Outside, the single streetlight shone, but inside, shadows danced like living creatures over the floor and walls.

      The uneasy prickles spread across his shoulders and down his spine. His eyes went night-glow, allowing him to see with his animal-enhanced vision. Max was perched on the couch arm, ears pricked and tail swishing.

      “You sense it too, don’t you?” Chico murmured. He felt under the couch cushion for his stiletto.

      From the balcony came the sound of a creaking board. Palming the knife, he crept toward the kitchen, Max stalking beside him.

      Abruptly, everything went black. It was as if his eyeballs had been sealed shut.

      He stilled and brought a hand to his eyes—but they were open. He and Max growled at the same time.

      But that was just the beginning. Dark thoughts hammered at him like hard fists.

      Jenny’s a human: a weak, fickle being.

      She’s playing with you…

      She’ll never mate with a shifter—and even if she did, human/fada matings never work.

      Images unspooled: Jenny turning from him. Him shouting and raising his hand to strike her…

      No.

      That was so wrong, so unlike him, it jerked him to his senses. With a snarled curse, he fought his way through the gloom to the balcony door and jerked it open.

      The stench of a night fae working magic filled his nostrils, strong and repellent. He tightened his grip on the stiletto’s leather handle. “Show yourself.”

      Lita moved out of the shadows, wearing a slinky red dress like she’d spent the night at some exclusive nightclub. “Chico.” Her painted mouth curved. “I’ve come to offer you a job.”

      “Like hell.” He brought the stiletto up. “I told you not to come back here.”

      She moved a slim bare shoulder. “We both know you won’t hurt me. It’s not in your nature.”

      “No?” He moved closer.

      She stared back unmoving, eyes a fiery orange-gold. The blackness crept across his vision again.

      “Stop it.” He eyed her soft white throat. One cut, and she was dead.

      Her head dropped back. “Do it, then.”

      His heartbeat thudded in his ears. His hand grew slippery with sweat. Lita was right. Earlier, he’d convinced himself he could kill a woman in cold blood, but now? The idea made his protector’s heart clench.

      Then he thought of Jenny—and touched the needle-like point to the night fae’s exposed throat.

      Lita hissed as the iron blistered her skin. She put a hand to her throat, eyes wide and stunned. “You hurt me.”

      Her face hardened. A glowing sheet of paper appeared in her long-fingered hand. She thrust it at him. “You’ll sign my contract, Chico Nobrega. Because if you don’t, I’ll go after your little human.”

      Snatching the paper from her, he scanned the contents. “This is more than a contract. You want me to accept your geas.” He’d be practically enslaved, forced to do anything Lita demanded for a fae year-and-a-day, which in human time, was more like a decade.

      She inclined her head. “You’ll be a rich man at the end.”

      “You think I fucking care?”

      They glared at each other. Then Lita smiled, a cold curve of her lips. “But your Jenny will be safe.”

      He looked back at the contract and swallowed hard. If accepting Lita’s geas was the price for Jenny’s life, then he’d willingly pay it. But he also knew that he’d lose Jenny forever. He couldn’t expect her to take him back after he’d spent a decade as Lita’s lover.

      This is what you wanted, isn’t it? He’d told Jenny not four hours ago that he was leaving as soon as this was over. She could go back to her own life, forget he ever existed.

      From the kitchen came a faint sound, and he caught a whiff of Jenny’s distinctive citrus scent. She was on the other side of the balcony door.

      His bowels iced. She was going to try and help him.

      “Add the line.” He shoved the contract back at Lita. “I want it in writing that Jenny Erdrich will be safe from you for the rest of her life. And then I’ll accept your fucking geas.”
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      Jenny moaned. The red-eyed stalker was back.

      But this time, the creature was after Chico.

      No.

      She jolted awake—and stilled. The apartment was so dark she couldn’t see the bedroom door.

      She fumbled for the lamp on her night table and switched it on, but it barely illuminated the small area around the table. The rest of the room was still filled with an impenetrable gloom.

      A magical murk, oily and malicious.

      Lita.

      The hair on her arms lifted. “Chico?” she whispered. “You there?”

      When he didn’t respond, she didn’t try again. He had incredible hearing. If he didn’t reply, it was for a reason.

      Her heart raced. She scrabbled under her pillow for her dolphin pendant and dropped it over her head. Instantly, she felt better. Calmer.

      Keeping a hand on the pendant, she felt her way to the door and then into the living room. It was unnaturally dark in here, too, like everything was covered with dark gauze.

      A chill breeze teased her legs. She peered toward the kitchen. The balcony door was open, and Chico was having a hushed conversation with a woman.

      Two green eyes glowed up at her from the region of her ankles. Max’s furry head butted against her calf.

      “Stay here,” she whispered, but of course, the tomcat didn’t obey. Instead, he hissed and stalked toward the balcony.

      As she came closer, Chico growled something about accepting a geas.

      No. Jenny stifled a moan. Fairy tales were full of stories of humans who’d accepted a fae’s geas—and lost everything.

      She slid behind the open door and peeked through the crack between the hinges. Her muscles locked.

      Chico and Lita faced each other on the balcony. Lita pulled a pen from the bodice of her slinky red dress and handed it to Chico. “Right here.” She tapped the bottom of the glowing paper in his hand.

      He bared his teeth. “I said, I want it in writing. Jenny Erdrich is safe from you, forever.”

      Lita pursed her painted red mouth. “You don’t trust me.”

      “Not one fucking inch.”

      “Fine. Accept my geas, and I promise not to feed on her.” She took the pen from Chico and scribbled a line on the bottom.

      Chico said something, but Jenny didn’t hear it. The oily gloom was sucking at her again. Images rose from its surface like nightmare apparitions.

      Chico on his knees before Lita, his mouth on her sex, pleasuring her.

      Lita with her arms and legs bound to a big black bed, smiling as Chico crawled on top of her.

      Chico and Lita… Lita and Chico…

      Jenny’s heart went cold in her chest. She pressed the heels of her hands to her eyes. “Stop it!”

      She didn’t realize she’d spoken aloud until Lita’s amber eyes swiveled to her hiding place behind the door.

      “He’s mine, human. What can you give him that I can’t?”

      Jenny swallowed. What could she give a man like Chico?

      But the silver pendant warmed, reminding her of the connection she’d felt with him, that night he’d said she was his. Reminding her that he loved her, even if he didn’t want to.

      Chico’s gaze whipped to her. “Stay out of this. You can’t fight her.”

      No? Deep inside, her spirit animal curled its lip. That’s what she wants you to think.

      “Jenny, please,” Chico said. “Go. Call Kym—have her pick you up and stay the night at her house. Lita doesn’t want you. She wants me.”

      Jenny was tempted. Lord, she was tempted. Lita was a night fae. Dark. Malicious. Powerful.

      Fight her, and Jenny was either going to end up dead—or wish she was.

      She gripped the pendant, Grandma Lou’s words echoing in her head. “Your spirit animal will appear when you need it most. But you have to trust its guidance.”

      And her spirit animal was telling her to fight for Chico.

      She lifted her chin and stepped around the door. “I know one thing,” she told Lita. “I would never hurt him. Now what the fuck are you doing on my balcony?”

      The night fae’s eyes narrowed. Jenny gasped as darkness enveloped her in a thick black cloud, filling her vision, sliding over her skin in a way that made her nerves shriek.

      “Maybe he likes to be hurt,” Lita murmured. Through the murk, Jenny saw her sidle up to Chico and curve a hand around his nape. “Come.”

      He looked at Jenny, his face stiff with regret. “I’m sorry, querida.”

      Jenny realized he’d seen at least some of what she’d seen. He’d told her how it had been with him and Lita, but seeing it was a whole other level of pain.

      Mocking voices rose from the blackness.

      Stupid girl. Weak human. Dull. Boring. Not good enough.

      She clamped her hands over her ears and focused on Chico’s face the other night, telling her she was his. Claiming her.

      He’d meant every word. She’d known it then, and she knew it now.

      She released her ears and dragged in a breath. The pendant grew warmer. She wrapped her fingers around it and let her love for Chico unfurl and bloom.

      Fight for him…for us.

      The warmth filled her heart and spread out. To her shock, the black cloud receded and curled back in on itself until only Lita was still shadowed by it.

      “I know one thing.” Jenny returned the night fae’s scornful gaze. “I can give him one thing you never can.”

      Lita’s lip curled. “And what’s that?”

      “Love.”
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      Chico had never been so afraid as when Jenny stepped out from behind the door.

      Lita’s gaze sharpened, sucking up his intense fear. Feeding on it. The witch was enjoying every moment of his terror.

      Jenny flinched, and he realized Lita was feeding on her, too. Slapping at Jenny with past images of him and Lita.

      He swallowed sickly, seeing the images along with Jenny. Lita had twisted things to make it seem even worse, but there was enough truth that he felt humiliated to his very core.

      Blood roared in his ears. A wave of darkness swept over him.

      Then it receded, and he realized that Jenny’s dolphin pendant was working its magic, protecting her, and apparently him as well through their shared bond.

      “Love? You think I can’t love?” Lita reeled back, and he could’ve sworn she was hurt. Then she snarled. “Let’s see if your love can fight this.”

      Her eyes narrowed at Jenny, twin red flames flickering in the pupils.

      Jenny took a strangled breath. “No.”

      She lurched backward but was brought up short by the door. She sank to her knees, gripping her pendant with white-knuckled fingers. Tears slipped down her face—and then she lifted her chin and glared at the night fae.

      “Love,” she repeated. “I can give him love.”

      The women locked gazes. The swirling darkness gathered and made a beeline back to Lita, surrounding her in a murky cloud. She blinked and shook her head

      An eerie calm descended on Chico.

      Lita had attacked Jenny. Suddenly it wasn’t at all hard to stick a knife into her.

      He lunged, aiming for the sweet spot beneath her ribs where he could slip the stiletto in and up to puncture her heart.

      Lita twisted to avoid it with inhuman speed, but Chico had a fada’s reflexes. He moved with her. Not fast enough to puncture her heart, but the sharp point slashed a fiery line across her abdomen.

      Lita sucked in a breath and clutched her stomach. Blood seeped between her fingers. She sank to her knees.

      Her eyes met his. A little smile curled her lips. “Didn’t think…you had the balls.”

      Jenny rose to her feet, eyes wide and dark. Chico shoved the knife into his pocket and pulled her into his arms.

      “You’re all right?” he asked without taking his gaze from Lita.

      Jenny jerked her chin in assent.

      “Thank the gods.” He drew a jagged breath and then gave her a little push in the direction of the kitchen. Even injured, Lita was still dangerous. “Get inside. I’ll handle this.”

      She hesitated. “Should I call 911?” she asked with a glance at the night fae, who had curled into a ball and was panting softly.

      He shook his head. “There’s nothing a human could do for her. I’ll get word to Rock Run—”

      He swung around as a large man dressed all in black swarmed over the railing and dropped onto the balcony next to Lita.

      Chico whipped out his stiletto. “Go,” he snapped at Jenny as he leapt between her and the intruder.

      The man ignored them to gather the injured woman into his arms. “You fool,” he said tenderly. “What have you done?”

      Her lips twisted. “You…were right.”

      Their eyes met, and something passed between the two that made Chico wonder why the hell Lita was even bothering with him. But then, she probably got off on hurting her newest lover.

      The man rose to his feet, Lita in his arms. He had a broad face and catlike golden eyes, and if that wasn’t enough of a clue, the crystal hanging from a cord around his neck marked him as an earth fada.

      His upper lip peeled back to reveal a single sharp incisor. “You are dead,” he said in a thick Central European accent.

      “Like hell,” Chico snarled back. “She came into my territory and messed with me and my woman. You try anything, and my clan will hunt you down like a dog.”

      “That’s right.” Another man dropped from the roof to the balcony. Chico jerked around, and then did a double take. It was Tiago do Rio, big and dangerous looking, his wavy black hair around his shoulders and a knife in his hand. “And I’m here as witness that she attacked my clansman and his woman, not the other way around.”

      A growl ripped from the earth fada’s throat.

      “Neo.” Lita touched his arm. “It’s okay. Just…get me…out of here.”

      His throat worked. “Of course.” He brushed past Chico and strode inside, Lita cradled to his chest, Chico and Tiago right behind. Jenny made up the rear, turning on lights in the kitchen and living room.

      At the front door, Chico grabbed the earth fada’s arm, pulling him to a halt. Lita’s eyes were closed, her face drawn with pain.

      He touched the stiletto point to her uninjured side. “I want your promise that you’ll never come near me and mine again. Or I swear, I’ll carve out your liver and feed it to the fish.”

      The earth fada rumbled a warning, but Tiago came up on his other side and pressed an iron dagger to the base of his spine. “One move and I’ll cut your spinal cord.”

      Lita dipped her chin. “You have…my word. Your…Jenny seems to…have some kind of…natural protection from me anyway.”

      “Swear it,” Chico demanded. “I want the words—and you say Jenny’s name out loud. And don’t try any tricks, or you’re dead.”

      She moistened her lips. “I swear, I’ll…never come near you or yours again. Including your Jenny.”

      He gave a curt nod and palmed the knife.

      The earth fada’s eyes sparked a furious gold.  “Can we go now?”

      Chico pulled the door open. “Be my fucking guest.”

      Tiago followed them into the hall. “I’ll make sure they leave.”

      Chico turned to Jenny. She had her arms wrapped around herself, breath jerking in and out, hair a wild black tangle around her shoulders. She looked like she’d been to hell and back.

      He enfolded her in a hug. She drew a sobbing breath and burrowed into him. She’d been damn near mind-raped by Lita, and it was all his fault. The knowledge was a gut-punch to his system.

      “My love.” He rocked her back and forth, crooning endearments in English and Portuguese. “Minha amor. She didn’t hurt you, did she? Tell me you’re okay.”

      Her fingers dug into his waist. “I’m okay,” she said against his chest. “Just…shook up.”

      “I’m sorry, baby. So sorry you got caught up in this.”

      “It’s okay.”

      It wasn’t okay, but he let it go for now. The last thing she needed was to think about what had just happened.

      “Mrow.” Max butted his head against Chico’s leg, demanding attention. He scooped up the cat and they both petted him.

      “My brave little man.” Jenny rubbed her face against Max’s furry cheek. The cat’s eyes slit in pleasure. “He was going to take on Lita, too.”

      “You’re both fucking insane. The woman’s a night fae, for Goddess’s sake. She could’ve—” He shook his head. He was going to have nightmares—the natural kind—for months to come about Jenny confronting Lita.

      Jenny’s gaze met his. “I didn’t have a choice.”

      He set Max down and dragged her up against him again. “It’s over, that’s all that matters. And she promised to leave you alone.”

      “And you.” Linking her fingers around his nape, she pressed a kiss to the corner of his mouth. “Which is good, because I want you all to myself.”

      He tightened his arms around her but didn’t respond. Lita’s attack had brought home how wrong he’d been to make a move on Jenny. If not for him, she’d wouldn’t have been a blip on Lita’s radar.

      Tiago returned to report that Lita and the earth fada were gone. “I followed them until they got into a limo and drove off.” He looped an arm around Chico’s neck and smiled at Jenny. “Hello, querida. You must be Jenny.” He leaned forward and kissed her full on the mouth. “Best friend’s privilege.” He winked at Chico.

      “This is Tiago do Rio,” Chico said as he pried him off her. “Former best friend if he doesn’t get his lips off you.”

      Jenny managed a shaky smile. “Nice to meet you. Can I…get you something? Either of you?”

      “We’re good. You just sit down.” Chico drew her down on the couch. Reaction had set in and she was shivering nonstop. He muttered a curse, abruptly conscious that her only clothing was a sleepshirt. He jerked his head at Tiago. “Get her a blanket, will you?”

      “There’s an afghan…in the bedroom…closet,” she said.

      Tiago returned with a colorful crocheted afghan. Chico pulled her onto his lap and tucked the soft wool around her as his friend took a seat on the couch’s opposite end.

      “Now,” Chico said to Tiago, “what in Hades were you doing outside of Jenny’s apartment?”

      “Rui said you might need backup. We’ve been taking it in turns—me, Eliana, Jaxon and Gabe. I would’ve stopped things sooner, but I wanted to give Lita enough rope to hang herself.” Tiago’s dark brows lowered. “You should’ve had the sense to ask me for help yourself.”

      “You have enough to do. And the clan needs Eliana, Jaxon and Gabe doing their jobs.”

      Tiago’s scowl deepened. “We’re brothers, asshole,” he said, switching to Portuguese.

      Chico blew out a breath. “You’re right. Desculpa. I’m sorry.”

      Jenny gave another hard shiver. Chico cuddled her closer.

      His friend’s nostrils flared. “She’s your mate,” he said, still in Portuguese. “But you haven’t claimed her. Why not?”

      “Because of Lita.”

      “What the fuck does she have to do with it?”

      “I was afraid that if I claimed her, it would put her in even more danger.”

      “So now you’ll claim her.”

      “I shouldn’t.” He stroked Jenny through the afghan.

      Tiago scowled. “Why the fuck not? She seems like a good woman—the clan may not like that she’s a human, but they’ll accept her. She won’t be the first human to mate with a Rock Run man.”

      “It’s not that. Deus, Tiago. She had a fucking night fae after her—because of me. Lita would never have gone after her otherwise. Maybe the old alpha was right. Fada should stick to fada.”

      “Alesia isn’t a fada, and she was attacked because of me—and I mated with her anyway. Because without her, I might as well be dead.”

      “Alesia’s not human,” he shot back. “She can defend herself better than a human.”

      “Your human didn’t do so bad. Looked to me like she stopped that bitch in her tracks.”

      Chico just shook his head, throat tight. Jenny might have fought off Lita, but she shouldn’t have had to.

      Jenny looked from Chico to Tiago. “Is something the matter?”

      “No,” Chico told her in English. “Tiago was just leaving.”

      Taking the hint, Tiago rose to his feet. “But Chico?” he asked, still in Portuguese. “You think I don’t worry about Alesia? She was fucking kidnapped because of me. How do you think that made me feel?”

      “I never thought about it,” he admitted.

      “I do—every single day. Taking a mate makes you vulnerable, doesn’t matter if they’re a human, a fae or even another fada. But it also makes you strong. Because the two of you? Together you’re more than either of you alone. Don’t make the biggest mistake of your life, irmão.”

      Switching back to English, Tiago took Jenny’s hand. “It was a pleasure meeting you. Will I see you at the Valentine’s Ball?”

      “I…” Jenny trailed off and glanced at Chico. He knew why she was uncertain. He’d done his best to push her away. He’d hurt her, and she’d fought for him anyway.

      Love. I can give him love.

      He expelled a breath—and stopped fighting it. Tiago was right. Jenny was his heart. He couldn’t imagine a life without her in it.

      “Claro.” He pressed a kiss to her temple. “We’ll be there.”
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      In the limo, the iron crawled through Lita’s veins like a marauding army of ants. Searing her guts until she wanted to reach inside and rip them out.

      Neo cradled her carefully, all the while cursing at her in Slovak.

      The limo went over a bump and she gave a short, sharp yip of pain like an animal.

      A muscle jumped in Neo’s jaw. He switched to English. “Thrice-damned woman. I told you to leave him alone. The Rock Run fada, they are the sneaky bastards. You have no idea how many fae they have assassinated. They are too smart to let anyone know.”

      The pain was so great, she only half-heard him. All she saw was the concern on his hard face.

      She touched his cheek wonderingly. “Why do…you care? If I…die, you’re…free.”

      His growl raised the hairs on her nape. “If you weren’t so hurt, I’d spank your bare ass for that. I love you, you crazy bitch.”

      He did. Through the haze of pain, she sensed real love.

      The night fae part of her felt triumph. Love made you weak. She could use Neo’s love against him.

      But the fada part felt warmed clear to her toes.

      Her head dropped back on Neo’s shoulder. He bit out something black.

      “Drive,” he ordered the chauffeur. “To Virginia.” He named a small town just over the Maryland/Virginia border.

      To Lita, he said, “It’s going to be a couple of hours, but I know a healer there who can help you, no questions asked. You rest, stay quiet—understand?”

      She hurt too much to do anything but dip her chin.
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      On Valentine’s Day, the excitement at the Rock Run Base was palpable. Everyone was invited to the ball, even the pups. When Chico returned from his shift as a sentry, little girls were skipping through the tunnels in party dresses, their brothers adorable in slicked-back hair and button-up shirts.

      Behind closed doors, women laughed and did whatever females did to get ready for a party. When Chico grabbed a shower in the communal baths, the men were equally light-hearted, with lots of good-natured ribbing about getting lucky, especially among the unmated males.

      Tonight was the night. Chico hummed with anticipation as he drew his razor over his jaw.

      He’d planned this evening with care. He’d take Jenny to the ball, introduce her to the clan—and then mate-claim her.

      Because he was keeping Jenny Erdrich.

      The mate bond. That magical connection between a fada and his or her mate.

      He still couldn’t believe it had happened to him so young. But he was through resisting it. It was too powerful—and too fucking wonderful.

      And what day could be better to claim his mate than Valentine’s Day?

      He finished shaving and set down his razor. In the mirror, his face stared back at him. He looked…different. Excited. Happy. His mouth curved up, his eyes were alight with eagerness.

      Don’t forget, she has to say yes.

      According to fada tradição, the woman always had the right to refuse a claim.

      She’ll say yes. She loves me.

      But did she understand what it meant to be a fada’s mate?

      With a growl, he patted his face dry and went into the bedroom to get dressed. As he was buttoning his shirt, someone thumped twice on his door.

      He knew that knock. “Come in, pai.”

      Frederico Nobrega—Fred to his friends—strode in. Of medium height, he had the sleek, rounded muscles of a man who worked out with warriors half his age. His black curls had been freshly trimmed, and like Chico, he was dressed for the ball in a hand-tailored dress shirt and pants.

      They embraced. His pai gave an approving nod. “You look good, son.”

      “Thanks. You too.”

      “You’re leaving soon to pick up the human?” A casual question, but Chico’s shoulders tensed.

      “Her name is Jenny.”

      “Sim, sim. Jenny. I just came to make sure—” His dad broke off, uncharacteristically reticent.

      Chico shoved his hands into his back pockets. “Go ahead. Tell me.”

      His pai expelled a breath. “Rui do Mar told me what happened. That this woman—Jenny—helped you drive off that fae.”

      “She did. She might be a human, but she’s got guts.”

      “Good. That’s good.” His dad glanced around as if for help, but there were only the two of them in the room. He planted his feet and leveled a look at Chico. “Your mãe says you’re going to mate-claim her.”

      Chico hadn’t said anything to his mom, but he wasn’t surprised she’d guessed.

      “If Jenny will have me,” he returned.

      His pai looked taken aback. “There is doubt?”

      Chico lifted a shoulder, dropped it. “She says she loves me, but I’m not sure she understands what it means to be mate-claimed.”

      “Then you’ll explain it to her—and then you’ll love her so good she’ll be happy to accept.”

      Chico shook his head. His dad had a talent for making things sound so simple.

      “You don’t mind?” he asked.

      Family and clan were everything to his pai. Like he’d told Jenny, his mother and father wanted him to be happy, but that didn’t mean they wanted him to mate with a human.

      “I want to meet her, sim. But I’m not the one who will be her mate. She seems like a good woman. Strong and smart—because she loves you—and I hear she’s beautiful.”

      Chico smiled. “She is. She’s all that.”

      “Bom. We will see you both at Rising Sun.” His dad turned to go and then halted and took Chico’s face between his hands. “I’m proud of you, meu filho. Never doubt that. And if it’s your Jenny who has put the smile back in your eyes, then I will love her like a daughter.”

      “Thank you.” Chico wrapped his arms around his pai’s strong body. “I love you.”

      His dad stroked a hand lightly down Chico’s nape, like he had when Chico was a pup. “I love you, too.”
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      The expression on Chico’s face when Jenny opened the door on Valentine’s Day was worth every penny she’d spent on the dress.

      “Mãe de Deus.”

      His gaze swept over her body in a hungry look that made every inch of her tingle. She could almost forget that things weren’t quite right between them.

      He’d spent the weekend with her. They’d made love, multiple times.

      They’d picked up where they’d been before Lita arrived in Grace Harbor. But there was…something between them, some final barrier that she couldn’t put her finger on. Once, Jenny had almost asked him straight out if he still planned to take that job in Japan, but she’d stopped herself. More than anything, she wanted this last, fairy-tale evening with him.

      Chico stepped closer. “You look…muito bonita. Very beautiful.”

      “You like it?” She smiled and ran a hand down the skirt.

      “Fuck, yeah.” He closed his hands on her bare shoulders and pulled her slowly toward him. “I’m going to have to fight the other men off,” he murmured, his gaze on her mouth.

      “Yeah, right.” But her lips curved. Her stomach had been churning all afternoon—she couldn’t help wondering if this was some kind of test—but now it gave a last, panicky flutter and settled down.

      “I like your hair.” He fingered a shiny black lock. She’d washed it and left it to fall around her shoulders. On the left side of her head was a slim braid with a gold ribbon threaded through it. “It’s beautiful.” He gathered a handful and brought it to his lips.

      “Thank you. And you”—she stepped back to take him in—“all I have to say is, wow.”

      Beneath the usual leather jacket, he wore a brown shirt in a soft fabric that draped lovingly over his broad shoulders and lean abdomen. She wanted to rub up against him like a cat.

      She ran her hands over the brown shirt. Yep, it was as soft as it appeared—and now that she looked closer, she saw it was shot with gold thread. “You could be one of those calendar guys.”

      “You think?” A flush touched the crests of his cheeks. He hurried to say, “My mom bought the shirt—it was a solstice gift.”

      Jenny pressed her mouth together, trying not to smile. She was pretty sure it was the first time she’d seen Chico embarrassed.

      But he recovered quickly, moving closer until his hard body pressed the length of hers. “Damn, this is sexy.” He stroked his hands down her silk-clad hips. “It’s like you’re practically naked. What the hell do you have on under there, anyway?”

      “Something tight and way too expensive and”—she put her mouth next to his ear—“no panties.”

      “No panties?” he repeated in a strangled voice.

      “Nope,” she confirmed. “Panty lines, you see.”

      He groaned. “Don’t tease me, woman.”

      Her smile broadened. “But it’s so fun.”

      She slid her hands under the back of his jacket, enjoying how the muscles of his lower back flexed under her hands. He nipped her neck, and she gave a hum of pleasure and dug her nails into his back. Just a little.

      He sucked in a breath. “I knew you had claws,” he husked against her skin. “I figured you for a cat right from the start. And all I could think about was making you purr…”

      He pressed kisses to her throat, her mouth, her eyes. His hands went to her ass, pulling her flush against him for a deep kiss that left her wobbly at the knees. They were both a little flushed by the time he released her.

      “Mm.” He dropped a kiss on her nose. “Valentine’s kisses are the sweetest.”

      “They are.” She smiled back. God, she loved this man.

      At their feet, Max let out an imperious meow, and Chico bent to scrub a hand over his furry head. “Yeah, yeah, I see you, little brother. How’s life treating you?”

      That was another thing she loved about him—how he talked to Max like he was a person. She’d say it was a shifter thing, except that she did it, too.

      Chico stood back up and removed a white box from his jacket pocket. “Happy Valentine’s Day, querida.”

      For that, he earned another kiss, and then she opened the box. Inside were eight chocolate truffles.

      “They’re handmade by one of the clan’s chefs,” he told her. “My mom says they’re the best chocolate around. Each one is a different flavor.”

      Her fingers tightened on the box. “Thank you. They look so good.” Her mouth watered just looking at them.

      Chico held one to her lips. Taking a bite, she closed her eyes as the rich flavor of dark chocolate and raspberries flooded her mouth.

      “Good?” he asked.

      “So good.” She took the other half from him and brought it to his lips. “Here. You try it.”

      He consumed it slowly, his gaze on hers. “I’m glad you like them.”

      Then he framed her face with his hands and brought his mouth to hers in a chocolate-flavored kiss. She sucked his tongue into her mouth, and he groaned.

      “Gods, I want you all the time. But it would be a shame to muss you when you look so beautiful.” He adjusted his pants with a crooked grin and held out a hand. “Ready?”

      She draped a pashmina shawl around her shoulders and took his hand. “Let’s do this.”
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      The Rising Sun Fae owned a large swath of land north of Grace Harbor. Chico drove across the Susquehanna River and then turned into a gated compound.

      The ornate gold gate stood open, and Chico drove through. A frisson of energy slid over Jenny’s skin. She pulled her shawl more tightly around her and flicked a wary glance left and right. Sun fae might be the opposite of night fae—light-hearted and party-loving—but they were still fae.

      “That was just the ward,” he told her as he followed a narrow dirt road through rolling hills and fields planted with winter wheat. “It keeps intruders out. We’re on the guest list, though, so no problem.”

      “I see. And if we weren’t?”

      He slanted her a grin. “At that speed, it would’ve felt like we ran into a brick wall.”

      She absorbed that. “But we can leave whenever we want?”

      “Sure—a magical ward only keeps people out. Once you’re inside, you can leave any time.”

      “But what protects us from the people who are already inside?” she asked, only half-joking.

      “The fae laws of hospitality. Break them, and the sun fae will hunt you to the ends of the earth. It’s the only way the various fae can get together at parties like this. Hell, Cleia can incinerate a man with a fae ball.”

      Jenny blinked. “Remind me not to piss her off.”

      His mouth twitched. “She’s actually very nice.”

      “I’ll take your word for it.”

      They turned into a flat field crowded with vehicles. Chico parked the SUV and came around to help her out. A path of gleaming white pebbles led to a billowing pink tent; and on the hill beyond, a round white mansion like a four-tiered wedding cake presided over a cluster of other buildings.

      “That’s the queen’s mansion,” Chico informed Jenny. “She lives there when she’s at Rising Sun. The rest of the time she lives at Rock Run—that was the agreement when she mated with Lord Dion.”

      Jenny nodded, more than a little awed. The mating of a fae queen and a fada alpha seemed as far from her life as Hollywood.

      Above the field, glowing balls of light wafted on unseen currents, powered by a magical, self-renewing energy.  Jenny gazed at them, fascinated. She’d never seen a real-live fae light before. A glowing pink-and-gold ball drifted over to them, and as they began to walk, remained overhead, lighting the path to the pink tent.

      Jenny gazed around wonderingly. She’d officially entered fairy-tale land.

      The tent was packed with chic, willowy sun fae, their light hair floating around their shoulders, draped in enough jewels to buy a small nation. Scattered among them were big, stony-eyed men and sultry black-haired women whom she assumed were the Rock Run fada. The music was cheerful Celtic folk, with an Irish drum, fiddles and a guitar. The singer’s voice floated above the crowd, high and clear as a flute.

      A tall copper-haired fae sauntered past in a salmon-colored dress. Her upper arm was encircled by a gold band set with pink diamonds, and she had a chunky gold necklace clasped around her throat.

      Jenny’s mouth dropped. She’d officially entered fairy-tale land.

      “Well,” she muttered, “I wanted some excitement in my life.”

      “What?” Chico raised a brow.

      “Never mind. Is that the sun fae queen?”

      “Her?” He glanced in the copper-haired fae’s direction. “No. A relative—one of the queen’s cousins.”

      “Oh.”

      Jenny touched her pendant. She’d planned to wear one of her new pieces, but at the last minute, she’d strung her dolphin pendant on a gold ribbon to match her skirt and the ribbon in her hair. Now it hung between her breasts, a reassuring weight.

      She lifted her chin a notch and reminded herself that she was as good as anyone else here.

      It was warm inside the tent. A pink fae light floated by and Jenny realized it was providing heat as well as light. Chico gave his jacket and her pashmina shawl to an attendant and smiled down at her.

      “Relax, babe. We can always leave in an hour or so if you’re not having fun.”

      “Leave?” She straightened her spine, insulted. “I’m fine—just a little nervous. It’s not like I hang out with fae on a regular basis.” Or ever.

      The corner of his mouth edged up. “That’s my Jenny. Here, have a glass of ambrosia.” He snagged two glasses of the sparkling pink liquid from a server and handed one to her. “To Valentine’s kisses.” His smile promised all kinds of kisses to come later.

      Heat curled through her. She touched her glass to his. “To Valentine’s kisses.” She took a sip and widened her eyes. “That’s…really good.” Fruity, and just a touch sweet.

      “What does it taste like?”

      She took another sip. “Strawberries and oranges.”

      “To me, it tastes like a pineapple-coconut smoothie. Ambrosia changes flavor to suit whoever is drinking it.”

      “Really?” She took a third sip. Each time the drink tasted even better. “That’s pretty cool.”

      He moved the glass away from her mouth. “Just be careful—it might taste like fruit juice, but it can get you drunk just like wine.”

      She nodded and looked around. The tent was huge. In the center, people were dancing on a polished wood floor. At each end were long tables covered with silver cloths and stacked high with food. Around the edges were groups of round tables for diners.

      Chico nudged Jenny. “That’s the queen and my alpha, Lord Dion. Dion is Tiago’s oldest brother.”

      She followed his gaze to the couple surrounded by a laughing group of fae and fada at one side of the dance floor. They were clearly a power couple—the woman gorgeous in a shimmering gold-and-copper dress that matched her bright hair, the man large and darkly handsome.

      Dion set a hand on the small of his mate’s back. She laughed up at him, and his hard face softened.

      They love each other.

      Longing twisted through Jenny. She glanced at Chico, and some of what she felt must have shown on her face, because his gaze sharpened.

      “What’s wrong, querida?”

      She shook her head and blurted the first thing that came to mind. “Just promise me one thing.”

      “What?”

      “That you won’t introduce me to the queen. This is as close as I want to get to someone who can incinerate me.”

      He let out a spurt of laughter. “All right, I won’t. Not tonight, anyway. Cleia’s good people, though. You’d like her—everyone does.”

      “If you say so.”

      A river fada woman caught sight of Chico and her face lit up. She was average height and a little plump, with straight brown hair and a round, sweet face. With her was a man with Chico’s olive skin and short dark curls, and a boxer’s body.

      “Chico!” The woman held out both hands.

      He grinned back and steered Jenny toward them. “That’s my mom and dad.”

      He greeted his mom with a big hug and a kiss on both cheeks, and then embraced his dad. They spoke a few words in Portuguese, and then Chico turned to Jenny and switched smoothly back to English.

      “This is Jenny Erdrich,” he said and set a hand on the small of her back.

      She blinked, stunned at the pride in his voice.

      To her, he said, “I’d like you to meet my mom, Senhora Belinda, and my pai. His name is Frederico, but you can call him Fred.”

      Taking Jenny’s hands, Belinda kissed her on both cheeks. “It’s so nice to meet you.”

      “It’s good to meet you, too, Senhora.”

      “Please, call me Belinda.”

      “Thank you.” Jenny smiled. Chico’s mom radiated warmth.

      Then it was Frederico’s turn. She expected him to be a little less welcoming, but his strong arms enveloped her in a bear hug. “We’ve heard a lot about you, little one.”

      “Yeah?” Jenny slid Chico a look, pleased and surprised.

      “All good,” Belinda added.

      “Mom wants to see your jewelry,” Chico inserted.

      “I’d love to show you,” Jenny told her. “Maybe the two of you could come to dinner.”

      The fada couple exchanged looks, and then Belinda gave Jenny another warm smile. “We’d be happy to.”

      She and Chico spoke with his parents for another few minutes, and then helped themselves to some appetizers. As they headed for the dance floor, Tiago do Rio strolled up with his arm around a woman.

      Like his alpha brother, Tiago was tall and broad shouldered, with wavy black hair and eyes the blue of the bay in the morning. His companion looked like a woodland fairy with large topaz eyes and a pointed face. Pointed ears poked from beneath an untamed mass of sun-streaked brown ringlets, and her slender body was clad in a leaf-colored dress that fluttered around her legs.

      “Tiago.” Chico pulled him into a hug, and then greeted the fairy-like woman while Tiago turned his smile on Jenny.

      “It’s good to see you again. You’re enjoying yourself?”

      She smiled back a little shyly. The man’s aura of power was a bit overwhelming. And the last time they’d met, she’d hardly been at her best.

      “I am, thank you.”

      Chico set an arm on her shoulders. “I’d like you to meet Tiago’s mate, Alesia.”

      Alesia offered Jenny a shy smile of her own. “Nice to meet you. Is this your first fae ball?”

      When Jenny nodded, the other woman confided, “Me too. Well, except for our mate ball.”

      Tiago gave his mate’s hair an affectionate tug. “For some damn reason, she finds the clan hard to take in large numbers, but she had a great time. I had to drag her out of there.”

      Alesia made a face at him. “You fada are so large and…wild. Except for Chico, of course. He’s charming.” She winked at Chico, and he grinned back.

      Tiago curled his hand around her nape. “It’s a good thing I know you're teasing, woman, or I’d have to kill him.”

      “Hush.” Alesia elbowed him. “What’s Jenny going to think of us?”

      Jenny chuckled. “I think you two are made for each other.”

      Chico hugged her. To Tiago and Alesia, he said, “You see why I like her?” and they all laughed.

      They spoke for another few minutes, and then Tiago and Alesia said goodbye and headed for the dance floor.

      Chico smiled down at Jenny. “They liked you.”

      “I like them, too. Alesia seems really nice.”

      “She is. Best thing that ever happened to Tiago. He was in a dark place when he met her.”

      “Really?” She glanced at where the couple was dancing cheek-to-cheek. “He seems like the kind of guy who would just mow down anything that got in his way.”

      “It’s not so easy when the problem is inside you.”

      “Ah.” Jenny nodded. “But Alesia—she’s not a fada, is she?”

      He shook his head. “She’s a dryad.”

      “Seriously?” Jenny blinked. Dryads were a rare breed of fae, and notoriously reclusive. “Well, she seems really nice.”

      She looked around her, struck anew at how different Chico’s world was from hers. He took things like wards and protection charms for granted. He hung out with sun fae, and his best friend was another fada who had a dryad for a mate.

      No. She wasn’t going down that road. Not tonight.

      After that, the evening flew by. She and Chico danced, and then had another glass of the fizzy pink ambrosia. He seemed to know almost everyone, and he introduced her to most of them until she lost count. The men were big and steely-eyed, but the ones who were mated were so clearly in love with their women that she felt a twist of envy.

      I want that with Chico.

      Plenty of women talked to Chico, and a couple of sun fae even tried to flirt with him right in front of her, but he stuck close to Jenny.

      The music slowed and Chico held out a hand. “Dance with me?”

      “Yes, please.” She smiled and went into his arms. He brought her close to his body and steered her around the dance floor with an easy grace, his gaze on hers, a little smile on his lips.

      Time sped by again. Jenny wanted to slow the evening down and hug it to herself. It was that wonderful.

      The first song ended, but they kept dancing until at last she turned to Chico and said, “I’m hungry,” at the same time he said, “Why don’t we get something to eat?”

      They laughed and headed off the dance floor, where they helped themselves to the feast: dainty hors d’oeuvres, every kind of meat and fish, slim spears of asparagus and buttery carrots, and fresh berries with whipped cream.

      They finished at a chocolate fountain surrounded by plump strawberries. “Here.” Chico speared a strawberry with a tiny silver fork, dipped it into the dark, melted chocolate, and brought it to her lips.

      Jenny took a bite and gave a hum of pleasure. It was delicious, the sweetness of the strawberry the perfect balance to the slight bitterness of the chocolate.

      Chico’s dark eyes smiled into hers. “You like it.”

      “Oh, yeah.”

      “Have another bite.” He waited until she finished the first strawberry and then speared another. “How about white chocolate this time?” he said.

      The chocolate shimmered, and changed to a creamy white.

      Jenny barely blinked. She’d seen so many magical things that night, what was one more? And to be honest, she was a little drunk on the ambrosia. It was so good, she hadn’t been able to resist a third glass.

      Chico fed her the white-chocolate strawberry. When she was finished, he set the fork down and drew her into his arms, his eyes with that sexy green glint to them.

      “I’m still hungry.”

      She chuckled. “You’re kidding.”

      “For you.”

      He licked her lips. A leisurely lick that she felt everywhere from her mouth to her breasts to the base of her spine.

      Her laugh caught in her throat.

      “How about we go back to your place?” Hot breath against her ear.

      “Mm.” She combed her fingers through the short hair at the base of his nape. “I like how you think.”
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      The trip back to Grace Harbor couldn’t pass fast enough for Chico.

      Seeing Jenny in that clingy dress, dancing with her, watching her soft, full lips close around the strawberries he’d fed her… Hell, he’d been semi-aroused all evening.

      But once they were in her bedroom, he switched to slow gear. Tonight was all about her. She was special, and he wanted to show her—to court her. He might have been raised in America, but he was a fada, and he liked the idea of courting his woman.

      His mate.

      First, he turned her around and eased her zipper down. Then he nudged one strap so it fell over her shoulder, exposing an expanse of smooth skin.

      He kissed the turn of her neck. “I think I’ll take my time tonight.”  He inhaled deeply. His scent was all over her. He knew his friends had noticed. He’d seen a few raised brows, but like Tiago had said, it wasn’t unheard of for a fada to mate with a human.

      His parents had liked her, and that was the important thing. Not that he’d expected any different. Jenny was hard-working, creative, open-minded—why wouldn’t they like her?

      And his father had given Chico his blessing. That had meant a lot.

      “Chico…” Jenny’s low murmur stroked like velvet over his skin.

      He trailed kisses across the delicate knobs of her spine to her other shoulder. He pushed the other strap down, helped her step out of the gown—and sucked in a breath.

      She hadn’t lied about having almost nothing on beneath the dress. All she had on was a barely-there slip in champagne-colored satin.

      “Damn, woman.” He nuzzled her neck and snuck a peek down her cleavage. “If I’d known that was all you were wearing, we’d never have gotten out the door."

      She gave him a very Jenny smile over her shoulder—pleased and a little disbelieving.

      He shook his head. “You don’t believe me, do you? You have no idea how fucking hot you are.”

      She shrugged. “I don't think I’m ugly, but I’m not—”

      He grasped her hips. “You’re gorgeous, babe. Inside and out. You make me smile”—he trailed love-bites down the side of her neck—“and you make me want you. I get hard just being in the same room with you.”

      She linked her fingers around his nape. “Yeah?”

      “Yeah. But if you want proof…” He looped an arm around her waist, and with his other hand, pinched her nipples through the satin. They budded under his fingers, small, firm berries.

      Jenny moaned and arched her back with pleasure.

      “That’s it, querida.” His fingers slid lower, stroking over her mound and then between her legs, where she was all slick heat.

      She gave a sexy whimper and let her head fall back against his shoulder.

      “I want to taste you,” he husked against her throat.

      “Please.” She caressed the back of his neck, sending tingles down his spine.

      He turned her around and stripped off the slip before guiding her down onto the chair next to the bed. He knelt between her thighs and watched as she grasped the seat. The movement thrust her breasts out.

      His heart punched in his chest. Goddess, she was beautiful. Long black hair spilled over round, full breasts. Her pretty copper nipples were puckered, just begging to be sucked. Her thighs were smooth, her hips curved.

      He stroked a hand down her belly, enjoying how it tautened beneath his touch. He leaned forward to lick each nipple in turn.

      “You’re better than ambrosia.”

      She murmured something incoherent, her dark eyes hazy with arousal.

      “Much better.” He gave each of her nipples a leisurely suckle and then moved his way down her body. When he arrived at her clit, he pursed his lips and gently blew on it. Her thighs tightened.

      Oh, yeah, she liked that.

      He drew a slow breath, reveling in her salty scent, then swirled his tongue around the sensitive knot of flesh before sucking it into his mouth.

      She inhaled sharply and tightened her grip on the chair. He parted her with his fingers, opening her wider. Teasing her with his tongue and lips until she was squirming on the seat and making broken sounds of pleasure.

      “Mm,” he said against her soft, warm flesh. “You’re so beautiful when you’re turned on.”

      She was. The crests of her cheeks were flushed, her eyes nearly black with passion.

      He slid a finger into her and curved the tip upward, stroking her passage while continuing to lick and suck her sex until she went rigid.

      “Chico.” She tightened around him. Her climax scented the air, hot and incredibly sexy.

      He stayed with her, bringing her down with slow, easy licks until she slumped on the chair, breathing hard. Then he gave her a soft kiss.

      She ran a hand down his face. “I’d say that was incredible, but your head is already too big.”

      His lips twitched. “I’ll show you just how incredible I can be.” He gathered her in his arms and laid her face down on the bed. “Lift your hips.”

      When she obeyed, he slid a pillow beneath her hips so her ass was displayed for his pleasure. His animal was awake, perfectly in tune with him now. The two of them groaned in unison at the sight she made: all smooth, firm flesh, curved in just the right places.

      He stroked her—long, easy caresses, tracing the shape of her fine backside, moving down her sleek thighs. He pressed a kiss to the small of her back and her muscles jumped.

      He growled against her skin. His animal moved restively under his skin.

      Mine.

      He reached for a condom.

      His animal curled its lip in protest. It wanted to take her without bothering about such a human worry. If a pup came, it would be more than welcome. The fada treasured their young.

      But Chico ignored it. Although he’d love to have kids with Jenny someday, that was a decision they needed to make together.

      He climbed onto the bed and straddled her. She had her head turned to one side, her hair fanned out over her shoulders. He smoothed it out of the way so he could see her face. Her lips curved up.

      He smiled back even though she couldn’t see him, then grasped her hips and stroked into her. Her muscles squeezed on him, and he clenched his jaw.

      Hot. Perfect. Friction.

      He stroked out, then back in. Slow, steady thrusts.

      He felt the moment her arousal began to build again. She dug her fingers into the mattress and lifted to meet him.

      He slowed even more, and she pushed up onto all fours. “Please, Chico.”

      He gave a single hard thrust. “You know I love it when you say please.”

      He wrapped an arm around her waist and dropped a kiss between her shoulder blades. She shivered, and he growled against her skin, his animal taking the lead.

      “Mine.” The words were torn from him. He’d meant to explain, make sure she knew what she was agreeing to. But he found himself saying them anyway. “I’m claiming you, Jenny Erdrich. You’re mine.”

      Her head dropped forward. “Yes, yes…”

      She doesn’t know what it means.

      And yet, the bond was there. Shining, gossamer-thin strands between her heart and his.

      He froze, stunned with the beauty of it.

      “Chico.” She wriggled against him. “I—”

      “Shh, sweetheart. I know what you need.”

      He slid a hand between her thighs to caress her. She was wet and swollen, and so sensitive that with just a few easy touches, she came again. Her muscles clenched and her head dropped as she keened out his name.

      He thrust into her, hard and fast, and that felt so good.

      But he wanted to see her. To make the claim to her face and know she understood. He turned her onto her back and came down on top of her.

      She took his face between her hands and kissed him on the mouth. “I love you.”

      He stilled, too full of emotion to speak. It was the first time she’d said it since last Friday.

      Her eyes cut away. “I mean—”

      He’d hurt her. “Jenny.” He pressed a kiss to each of her eyelids. “Don’t look away. I love you, too.”

      She moistened her lips. “You do?”

      “I do.” He stroked into her, slow and deep. “You’re mine, Jenny Erdrich. My mate. I’m mate-claiming you.”

      Her throat worked. “You know I am.” She slipped a hand between them to touch her breastbone. “I feel it—here.”

      He forced himself to halt again, even though his body clamored to keep moving.

      “You understand what it means to accept my claim? You’ll be mine for the rest of your life. You’ll never have another lover. You won’t even want another man to touch you.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I’m not the one with all the lovers. One is plenty, thank you very much.”

      “One is more than enough, when it’s you.”

      He kissed her, long and deep. The mate bond strengthened. He felt her smile deep inside, where his heart was.

      “It goes both ways, right?” she asked. “You’ll be mine, too.”

      “Always.”

      “Good.” She gave a satisfied smile.

      It was done, but he wanted the words. “Say it. Say you accept the claim.”

      She wrapped her arms and legs around him. “I accept the claim,” she said against his neck.

      His heart filled, spilled over, warm and bright as a fae light. He briefly closed his eyes.

      Then Jenny’s inner muscles tightened on him, and he gave himself up to the sensation.

      The bond strengthened, became a shimmering ribbon of warmth stretching between them. He could swear he felt her pleasure along with his own, doubling and tripling it.

      His balls drew up, tight and hard, and with a sound that originated from his very soul, he came in a series of white-hot, explosive bursts.

      He lowered his body onto his forearms and stayed where he was, chest heaving. When he could move again, he rolled onto his back, bringing her with him so she was snuggled up against his side.

      Love flooded him. Love, and gratitude. Some of it was his, and some of it was hers, twined in a beautiful braid that could stretch and grow—but never be broken.

      Jenny traced a finger down his abdomen. “Chico?”

      “Hm?”

      “Now that we’re mates, I have just one question.”

      “Anything.” He nuzzled her hair.

      Her cheek creased in an impish smile. “Does this mean I get to see your dolphin?”

      He blinked—and then laughed aloud. “Yeah. It means you get to see my dolphin.”
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      And on the first warm day of spring, he took Jenny to a quiet glade alongside the Susquehanna and shifted to his river dolphin for her. The river rushed by, swollen with spring rains, and in the forest, new green leaves pushed their way from bare branches.

      Chico propelled himself from the water with a thrust of his powerful tail, landing with a loud smack on the surface.

      When he surfaced again, Jenny’s smile was wondering. “You’re beautiful.”

      He grinned and leapt from the water again, spinning in circles and looping through the air. Showing off for his mate, who laughed and watched with a rapt attention that had the dolphin preening itself.

      She thinks I’m beautiful.

      When he emerged from the water, he laid her down on a blanket in the grass and made love to her under the trees.

      After, they lay curled up together on the blanket, him playing with her braid and thinking how different things were from last April, when he’d just returned home from his stint with Lita, sick at heart and wondering if he’d ever smile again.

      Jenny and Max had moved to Rock Run with him into a one-bedroom apartment. The cat had adjusted with surprising ease to life underground, although they made sure he got outside every day or so and now totally dominated their corner of the base—while being thoroughly spoiled by his parents and everyone else the cat came in contact with.

      With Chico’s support, Jenny had quit both her jobs to craft her jewelry full time. Both Rock Run and the nearby sun fae clan snapped up her stuff nearly as fast as she could make it, and she’d recently received a commission from a chic little boutique in New York City.

      Lita was back on tour after rumors of a mysterious illness. Chico had talked it over with Dion and Cleia, and they’d both agreed that the promise Chico had extracted from Lita should keep both him and Jenny safe.

      Dion had assured Chico he would send Lita a direct message as well, which meant she’d probably been threatened by a Rock Run squad. The alpha didn’t tolerate anyone messing with one of his people.

      As for Jenny’s apparent immunity to a night fae’s energy-sucking ability, Cleia agreed with Chico that the dolphin pendant had acted as a protection charm or amulet. For her part, Jenny was convinced it had been her dad’s spirit, guarding her even after his death, and Chico wasn’t about to argue with that.

      Now Jenny rose onto an elbow and traced a finger over his tattoo. “Your dolphin is beautiful. Dark gray and sleek, and you move through the water like a dancer. I wish I could shift like you.”

      He smiled at her. “When it’s warmer, I’ll take you for a ride.”

      “Yeah? That would be lit.” She rolled onto her back and placed an arm under her head. “Have I told you I love you today?”

      His heart squeezed. “Yeah, but I like hearing it. Amo-te. Love you, too.”

      “Amo-te.” Her free hand crept into his. “I wish my dad could’ve met you. But I like to think he’s out there somewhere, watching over us both.”

      “Yeah.” He threaded his fingers through hers, and they lay there together, watching the new leaves flutter against the blue sky.
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      *Best Shifter Novel of 2018 ~ Paranormal Romance Guild Reviewer’s Choice Awards*

      Evie almost didn’t see him.

      It was after eleven, and she was walking home from a late shift at the restaurant. Thunder rumbled and raindrops splattered onto the asphalt. She raced the last few yards down the alley and onto the narrow path that wound through her tiny backyard. The lavender her mom had planted was about to bloom. The purple spikes trembled in the rising wind, their scent mixing with the coming storm.

      Suddenly, every hair on her nape lifted. Someone was watching her. She halted and glanced around. The yard was dark save for the light cast by a single bulb over her back door.

      There. A man huddled next to the stoop.

      It was his eyes that gave him away, an unearthly green glow in the gloom. His breath shuddered in, and the chunk of quartz hanging from a cord around his neck caught the light.

      Earth fada. With those glowing eyes and the quartz, he had to be.

      Without taking her gaze from him, Evie scrabbled in the garden for something she could use as a weapon. The fada were shapeshifters: hard, dangerous creatures who rarely interacted with humans. An earth fada lurking outside her door could only mean trouble.

      Her fingers closed on a rock. She came back to her feet and raised it threateningly. “Get the hell out of here.”

      The man gazed back at her, unblinking. Then his lips curved. The bastard was laughing at her.

      Anger shivered through Evie. Anger, and fear. Her younger brother Kyler was in the house—at least, he was supposed to be. She had to get this man—this fada—out of here.

      “Did you hear me?” Her fingers tightened on the rock. “I want you gone. Now.”

      His eyes closed. The small smile faded, and he rested his head against the concrete foundation. “Can’t.”

      “What do you mean, you can’t?”

      She inhaled sharply as he slid sideways, boneless as a ragdoll. Was it a trick?

      Several seconds ticked past. The man didn’t move.

      She took a step forward. That’s when she smelled the blood, sharp, metallic.

      Fuck. She darted a glance around her. She lived in a rowhouse, with three houses to one side of her and six to the other. Usually you couldn’t walk two yards without a neighbor popping out to see what was up. Where was nosy Mrs. Linney when you needed her? Or Kyler, for that matter?

      “Hey.” She nudged the shifter’s shin with her toe. “You all right?”

      When he didn’t move, she dashed up the steps to the back door and yelled for her brother. “Kyler?” She pounded on the door. “Open up! It’s me, Evie.”

      No answer.

      She set her jaw. Would it kill him to be where he was supposed to be for once? She dropped the rock and dug in her backpack for her keys, her eyes on the motionless earth fada.

      Her fingers closed on the keys. She shoved the house key in the lock and pushed open the door. The kitchen was empty but the light was on. She dropped her backpack on the nearest chair.

      Her brother sauntered into the room, tall and thin and full of sixteen-year-old attitude until he saw her face. “Evie? What’s the matter?”

      “Outside.” She jerked her chin at the back door. “A shifter. He’s hurt—bleeding.”

      “Seriously?” Kyler pushed past her and vaulted over the railing to the injured man.

      Evie was right behind. “Hurry. I have a bad feeling about this.”

      Somehow, she knew she had to get the shifter inside—and soon—or he was dead. The fada were the killers of the magical world—assassins and mercenaries. If this man was injured, someone dangerous was after him.

      Kyler slid his hands under the fada’s shoulders and head. “Grab his legs.”

      She hurried to obey. The rain was pouring down now, drenching all three of them.

      “Ready?” Kyler asked.

      “Yep.”

      “One, two, up,” he said, and they lifted him.

      Evie staggered, struggling to keep her end up. “Damn, he’s heavy.”

      “Here, let me.” Kyler moved his hands lower on the shifter’s back, taking more of the weight.

      Together the two of them maneuvered the limp body up the stairs and into the kitchen.

      Her brother raised a dark brow. “Where should we put him?”

      “The floor, I guess.”

      They set him down on their sad excuse of a vinyl floor. Evie swiped the rainwater from her face and peered down at the unconscious man. His face and shoulders were wet, but the dark stain spreading across his T-shirt wasn’t from the rain.

      While Kyler locked the door, Evie scrubbed her hands in the kitchen sink and squatted down for a closer look.

      Despite her worry, she couldn’t help noticing how good-looking he was. A lean, powerful build. Warm brown skin. High, broad cheekbones and thick black lashes spiked with water drops. But then, the fada had a few drops of fae blood, and with it a touch of the fae’s beauty.

      She eased up his T-shirt and sucked in a breath. He had a deep slash across half his lower abdomen, and there was another small but deeper wound right above it.

      “Damn,” said Kyler. “Somebody cut him good.”

      She nodded grimly. “Get me something to clean it with. Hot water, but not too hot.”

      Kyler nodded and filled a bowl with warm water. Meanwhile, Evie found a couple of clean kitchen towels, and then knelt next to the fada and dabbed at the blood. From what she knew about first-aid, the wounds weren’t life-threatening. Neither was spurting blood, which meant the knife or whatever had cut him hadn’t hit an artery. And the blood seemed to be clotting.

      The biggest danger was probably infection, and hopefully he’d be out of here before she had to worry about that.

      She wrung out the cloth and dabbed at the gashes again. She’d heard somewhere that whiskey disinfected a wound, but only thing she had in the house was a six-pack of beer.

      “Do you think we should pour some beer on it?” she asked Kyler. “You know, to kill the germs?”

      “No.” The earth fada’s eyes opened. The intense green had faded to hazel. “Use…my quartz.”

      Evie didn’t know much about shifters, but everyone knew earth fada had a special connection with their quartz. This man’s looked like a run-of-the-mill rock to her, but what did she know?

      She reached for the pendant.

      “No.” He grabbed it himself. “Don’t touch. Only…me.”

      “Okay.” She jerked her hand away. “Take it easy. I’m just trying to help.”

      The fada’s fingers toyed with the quartz, and it started to glow the same green as his eyes had. His lips moved, and the blood stopped seeping. His wounds seemed to close a bit, too.

      “Wow,” said Kyler.

      The fada’s head dropped back onto the vinyl. “Can’t.”

      He released the pendant. The quartz lost its glow and turned back into a plain, smoky gray with a touch of purple. Pretty, but nothing out of the ordinary.

      She swallowed. “So what can I do?”

      His eyes shut. “Nothing.”

      She sat back on her haunches. “Look, you are not going to die in my kitchen. You got that?”

      He just grunted.

      Kyler dropped onto the floor on the other side of the shifter. They met each other’s eyes over his body.

      “Maybe I should call an ambulance,” she said.

      “What good would that do? Fada use their own healers, and I’m not sure a human doctor could help anyway.”

      “They could clean it out and stitch him up.”

      Outside the storm boomed. Wind whipped through the trees and rain drummed against the kitchen windows. A crash of thunder shook the house. She and Kyler stared at each other but neither moved to take out their phones.

      Her shoulders slumped. It had been a long day. First, she’d gone to her biology class at the community college and then she’d rushed home to work her waitress shift. Now she was exhausted, out of ideas.

      Hopelessness rolled over her. “He’s going to die,” she said dully. “And take us along with him.”

      Kyler’s throat worked. “There’s nothing we can do.”

      The earth fada roused himself to growl, “Fucking fae. He’s messing with your minds—you have to fight it.”

      “What do you mean?” Evie asked.

      The fada’s hand was on his quartz again. The muscles of his neck strained with effort. The glow infused it again.

      “Touch me,” he gritted.

      “Touch you?” she repeated. What was the point?

      “Now. Anywhere.”

      She and Kyler glanced at each other and then Evie shrugged. “All right.”

      She took the earth fada’s hand while Kyler touched him on the shoulder. Nothing happened.

      Evie blew out a breath. Why bother? She was so tired, and soaked from the rain. Maybe she should just lie down…

      Then something odd happened. The hand touching the earth fada warmed. She frowned down at it. The heat moved up her arm to her shoulder, and then she and Kyler were enfolded in its warmth.

      Her brother’s mouth dropped open. “What the fuck?”

      “Night fae,” the fada rasped. “Don’t…talk. He—hear you.”

      Evie’s stomach did a complete flip. “A night fae? That’s who’s after you?”

      She’d only seen one night fae in her entire twenty-six years, but one had been enough. He’d been coming out of an after-hours club in downtown Baltimore, tall and loose-limbed with black hair and pale skin. She’d stopped and stared. He was rock-star sexy in his tight black shirt and leather pants.

      Then he’d turned and caught her looking—and smiled, a cold show of teeth. Darkness washed over her, powerful, seductive. When she’d shuddered, his smile had only increased.

      Evie had sprinted out of the alley, his mocking laugh echoing in her ears.

      The earth fada gave a terse nod. “Afraid so.”

      Evie shut her eyes. What had she done?

      For the most part, the fae kept to themselves, considering humans as somehow less—which was fine with her. You did not want to attract the attention of a fae. You especially didn’t want to attract the attention of a night fae.

      She looked at her white-faced brother, the brother she’d promised her mom she’d protect, and stifled a moan.

      The rain eased. They all heard the crunch of gravel.

      The night fae was right outside.

      Evie grabbed the fada’s hand with both of hers and prayed. Hard.
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